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Introduction: Monster Pedagogy 
     A monster – a creature or person whose presence frightens and conjures an anxiety of the 
destruction of physical or social order – is never simply an embodiment of fear. Rather, a monster 
is a lesson about  fear: how to fight that fear, avoid that fear, and most importantly, the pleasure 
to be found in the source of the fear and the fight against the fear the monster represents. The 
monster, from conception to depiction, from consumption to response, is two-fold: first, a 
complex system of social control; and second, a pedagogy, or method of instruction.  
     In the case of the gender-nonconforming or trans-coded monster,1 which arose from the 
spectacle of real-life serial killer Ed Gein’s murderous and taxidermic hobbies and the “gay-
panic” spun from the headlines of the Leopold and Loeb slaying, the monster serves as a 
functionary of social control on two levels.  First, the societal level, in which the monster, as a 
product of society, teaches what is and is not permissible in that society.. The second level is the 
personal level, in which the monster teaches the audience about the boundaries of their own 
desire and that desire’s possibility.2 The product of these two levels’ methods of control is a 
pedagogy of tense familiarity wherein an uncomfortable identification with the monster arises 
and through which the very nature of the monster changes. The monster’s act of teaching social 
order in turn reveals a positive, albeit hidden curriculum where the audience learns about itself, 
its existence, and its experience. This accident of monster-methodology renders the monster 
 
1  I use “gender-nonconforming” to refer to any character, monster or otherwise, that does not adhere to traditional 
gender norms, including but not limited to gender presentation and actions; it is the broadest term I use. “Trans-
coded” refers specifically to characters who may suffer (or cause) social consequences because, they are 
presented not as the “wrong” gender but as transgender, whether accurately or inaccurately. I will also refer to 
“trans tropes,” which should not be read as simply as the “true” depiction of the character, but rather as a way of 
describing choices, conscious or unconscious, on the part of the monster’s creator, and the effects, intentional or 
unintentional, on the monster and the audience as they relate to the trope. I never assert an actual trans identity 
for any of the characters, rather focus on their coding as trans and how and why that coding operates in society.  
2  As the “trans-coded” element of the monster has been established, I will use “monster” as shorthand for “trans-
coded monster.” At times non-trans-coded monsters may be used for comparison or “monsters in general” or “all 




sympathetic, normalized via the loss of mystery surrounding its depiction and the repetition of its 
own image; thus, the monster is a self-defeating tool – even when resurrected. In short, the 
pedagogy of monsters is like many others: when implemented correctly, it renders itself useless 
to subjects who have completely learned its structures – the audience graduates from their fear 
rather than being controlled by it.   
     While this analysis is ultimately interpretative, focused on filmic works that present 
monstrous trans-coded villains, each level of the monster’s educational power has its origin in a 
different theorist.3 The societal level works like Michel Foucault’s “dispositif” – generally 
translated to apparatus – which is any system of knowledge, power, and control that replicates 
itself.4 While filmic work, horror in particular, is in and of itself a Foucauldian apparatus – 
replicating and mutating a system of visual codes, rules, and symbols that function to perpetuate 
a body of lessons – the concern here is on the content of the apparatus: how the trans-coded 
monster functions as an apparatus within each film and as a body of monsters between films. As 
with Foucault, the structures that surround the trans-coded monster reveal the social control that 
is the motive behind the works in which the monster teaches: heteronormativity, that is, the 
worldview that heterosexuality, monogamy, and body-gender alignment are the natural, assumed, 
and desirable state of being. Thus, an archeological examination of the historical and cultural 
artifacts leading up to the earliest depictions of trans-coded villains is the foundation on which 
everything else rests. The real-life origins of the monsters emerge; exhumed, their contexts must 
 
3 “Monster” and “villain” are not synonyms, although for much of my explorations, they overlap to the point of 
interchangeability. Neither term strictly prevents the character in question from being (or becoming) the 
protagonist, and both monstrosity and villainy are constructed situationally. “Monstrous trans-coded villain” is 
the most precise term for these characters as none of the monsters in this discussion are supernatural or products 
of anything other than social pressures (thus villain over monster), but the reactions they solicit and the images 
used to depict them are no less horrific than Grendel or Freddy Kruger (thus monster).  
4 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writing 1972-1977, (New York: Vintage 




rise up from the grave and expose the fears which the monster is constructed to mitigate: 
“gay/trans-panic.”  
     Necessary to note is that a pedagogy is akin to an apparatus, even if that pedagogy is only a 
conceptual one with the intent to become functional. To reach an understanding about the 
pedagogy of the trans-coded monster, the artifacts of previous apparatuses and their methods 
must be unearthed. However, pedagogies are always geared towards human education, while 
apparatuses are broader and generally examined through the lens of how they work on humans 
rather than with humans – the apparatus does not intentionally tend towards liberation, but rather 
replication, though a pedagogy should move towards liberation.5 In the previous paragraph I 
wrote of the trans-coded monstrous apparatus; this can and does exist alongside the trans-coded 
monstrous pedagogy. An apparatus does not preclude pedagogy, and vice versa, nor must they 
work separately – even if they are distinct. Given the distinction above (apparatuses working on 
humans and pedagogies working with humans), an archeology is not enough. Just as a classroom 
is not simply composed of the books and the desks contained within, but also of actual human 
beings who “give” and “receive” the lessons, a pedagogy demands genealogy as well. A 
genealogy examines the artifacts of an archeology in terms of how they influence the lived 
experience of the people that interacted with them, so where an archeology would look at the 
ideas, events, and products that led to a particular film, a genealogy would situate those ideas, 
events, and products within the experience of people and ask how the particular film related to 
those elements was received in the world, and ultimately, how it changed the world. Thus, the 
 
5 Much of what passes as contemporary pedagogy is actually methods of human management within an 
educational apparatus. Compare, for instance, Doug Lemov’s popular book, Teach like a Champion (2010), to 
Paulo Freire’s classic, Pedagogy of the Oppressed (1968), wherein, oddly enough, the “oppressed” book offers 
more liberation than the “champion” book because Freire focuses on dismantling power and decentralizing 
knowledge while Lemov uses almost a quarter of his listed “taxonomies” to turn the teacher’s body into the 





second level, mentioned above, is the genealogical level, the level of the personal, the level 
where the person who is being taught, and the effects of that teaching actually all rise and possess 
equal importance with the teaching tool, and thus take their place beside the questions of what is 
being taught and why is it being taught. Here, Foucault takes an unlikely pedagogical bedfellow.  
     The genealogical level moves inside: this level is affective (related to mood and feelings), and 
grounded in Kristeva’s psychoanalytic expounding on abjection (the state of confronting finitude) 
and where abjection tangles with literary notions like the grotesque, and the uncanny (as explored 
by Freud). On this, the personal level, the feelings that motivate both the urge to watch such films 
and the urge to banish the aberrant within as much as without are revealed. To put it another way, 
the personal level is the level on which the work of the monster is done: the individual’s psyche, 
which is always the chalkboard of pedagogy. Furthermore, an individual’s reaction on this level 
determines the individual’s commitment to the powers and knowledge of the larger social level – 
Foucault’s apparatus. 
     If it was not already evident, the first and second levels are blurry. Like sociology and 
psychology, the scope of one does not change the reality of the other. The first layer is only the 
“first” because it provides both the archeological artifacts and social apparatuses necessary to ask 
questions about the genealogical role of the artifacts for lived experience. As an illustration, 
examining a tool from an ancient people may tell you how the tool functioned and what was 
made with it, but the tool was also used by humans, and what humans used, why, when, and the 
importance it had to them, opens up a larger field of questions (and answers); however, without 
first knowing that it is a tool and that it was intended for a job, little about the humans who used 
it can be learned. Thus, the pedagogy of the monster is also double: we must know what role it 




such that a part replicates and another part mutates.  
     The end result of the monstrous pedagogy is the aforementioned tense familiarity with the 
monster, a tense familiarity that inevitably arises from the many doublenesses encoded in the 
monster, making the monstrous pedagogy reflective as it examines the effect of the monster’s 
image not just on the audience but on the monster itself. While still rooted in Foucault, 
specifically through the process he referred to as normalization wherein previously unfamiliar 
practices and ideologies become acceptable by developing their own set of governing principles,6 
the contemporary language of TVTropes.org is more appropriate for the horror genre: villain 
decay. In essence, the monster as teacher has a lesson that must mutate or risk becoming familiar 
to the point of comedy, thus easing the regulations of the societal level by soothing the reactions 
of the personal level via the development of backstory and over-appearance in their own story.7 
 
6 Michel Foucault, The History of Sexuality Vol. 1, (New York: Vintage, 1990), 5 and 68. Note: Where Foucault 
talks of normalization, he speaks of the process by which an intervention, an apparatus of control, becomes 
invisible, expected, and, as the name implies, normalized. However, the horror apparatus is already normalized 
by the time Hitchcock makes Psycho, and by the time Silence of the Lambs is released in 1991, the trans-coded 
monster is normalized as an apparatus within the horror apparatus. As such, my concern with and use of 
Foucault’s term is that of extension: the question is not how or why the use of the trans-coded monster as 
apparatus exists and is normalized, but rather, what does it normalize in its use beyond its mere existence. To put 
it another way, what does the apparatus unintentionally normalize and therefore allow.  
7 Take for example the resurgence of zombie films following 28 Days Later (2002). Here the zombie was updated 
– fast, angry, viral – ensuring that it would maintain its scare factor. As the subgenre grew in popularity, its 
familiarity allowed for the ZomCom to become its own genre: Shaun of the Dead (2004), Fido (2005), and 
Zombieland (2009) serve as popular examples. From there the RomZomCom developed, in which zombies were 
not only funny but capable of conveying romance; see films like Life After Beth, Night of the Living Deb, and 
Burying the Ex – all in 2014 and all relying on puns for their titles. Possibly the zenith of villain decay for the 
zombie subgenre came in 2018 with two RomZomCom musicals – Anna and the Apocalypse from Orion Pictures 
and amazingly, the Disney Channel’s teen take, Z-O-M-B-I-E. While the last example might seem astounding, the 
process is cyclical. What is Michael Jackson’s “Thriller” if not the first RomZomCom musical? Likewise, My 
Boyfriend’s Back (1993), perhaps the first RomZomCom of the 90s, exists because of the zombie decay 
following the reinvigoration of the subgenre in 80s with films like Night of the Comet (1984), Day of the Dead 
(1985), Return of the Living Dead (1985), and Re-Animator (1985), the last of which did have humorous parts 
but remains horror to me. While “The Walking Dead” television series marches on, most filmic work concerning 
zombies has now turned either to humor or, more important to my work, sympathy: the process of over exposure 
to the zombie has left filmmakers wondering what zombies feel, with the BBC 3 series “In the Flesh” (2014-
2015) as the best example. Here the rehabilitation and reintegration processes of “living undead” become codes 
for serious social issues like sexuality, class, militarism, the prison system, healthcare, and abusive homes. This 
extended example is to say that the monster does not stop teaching, but that over time, the way in which it 





My analysis of this tense familiarity with a trans-coded villain is deeply shaped by Julia 
Serrano’s cultural analysis of transgender tropes on television (what she calls the “Pathetic 
Tranny” and the “Deceptive Tranny,”) though, I add a third: – the “Monstrous Transperson,”8 – 
and Jeffery Jerome Cohen’s cultural analysis of the monster’s role in society; yet, both levels are 
framed by Serrano and Cohen, and synthesizing Cohen’s work with all aforementioned theorists. 
     Philosopher, historian, and activist of social control, Michel Foucault; semiotician, 
psychoanalyst, and critic of abjection and finitude, Julia Kristeva; biologist, transfeminist, and 
media-critic focusing on trans-visibility, Julia Serrano; and scholar of medieval studies, 
transhumanism, and the history of monsters, Jeffery Jerome Cohen: it is only with the wide 
reaching arms of these vastly different theorists that my subject, the pedagogical expectations and 
outcomes of monstrous trans-coded villains in horror films from Psycho (1960) forward, could 
possibly be understood. Any single theorist would fall short, not because they are lacking, but 
because the subject presses into interdisciplinary spaces where historiography, psychoanalysis, 
gender theory, or literary theory alone cannot fully answer the questions at hand. In the spaces 
that follow, I will not do the work of analyzing cultural production, I will not do the work of 
analyzing film as literature, nor will I conduct an archeology or genealogy of queer fear and 
heteronormativity; I will instead do something I believe to be more powerful: synthesize these 
areas of academic thought into a framework other scholars may use to analyze the pedagogical 
functions of any gendered monster. The trans-coded monstrous villain is but one of many 
monstrous teachers lurking in the memory vaults of human experience, folklore, literature, and 
 
8 While I respect Serrano’s choice in language both for its abrasive quality and for its accuracy in terms of calling 
attention to the way cisgender people often use the word “tranny” to fetishize (“tranny-chaser”) or insult, I will 
not use that term as my own or in adaptation of her ideas. I will, however, use Serrano’s words faithfully when 
quoting or reiterating her points, both out of respect for her scholarship and her personal word choice in 
describing her experience from a transfeminist perspective. No instance of the word “tranny” in this writing is 








Part I: Archeology of the Societal Level 
Cain and Abel Doing Yard Work, or How to Grow a Queer Killer 
     Two brothers are doing yard work, otherwise calm, save for the polite quarrel over leaving 
mother's farm for factory jobs, until thud! Cane kills Abel, or rather Ed kills Henry, with a single 
blow of the shovel to the back of his head. Cue the theme music as the camera pans right, to a 
familiar face with a familiar voice. Alfred Hitchcock, or at least the Anthony Hopkins version of 
Hitchcock, sips his tea and says, “Oh, good evening. Brother has been killing brother since Cane 
and Abel and even I didn't see that one coming. I was as blindsided as poor Henry down there, 
and apparently the authorities shared my naiveté. In other words, they believed the young man's 
story: that Henry fell, hit his head on a stone, and died of smoke asphyxiation.” Hopkins as 
Hitchcock pauses, slightly rolls his eyes and continues: “On the other hand, if they hadn't of 
believed him, Ed Gein would never have had the opportunity to commit those heinous crimes for 
which he became most famous. And we of course, well we wouldn't have our little movie, would 
we?”9 In a meta-narrative fashion, Alfred Hitchcock presents himself in this opening scene to the 
biopic Hitchcock, based on the book Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, much as he 
would in his television show, “Alfred Hitchcock Presents;” the film thus invites an analysis of its 
narrative(s) in that it analyzes itself as it goes. Likewise, that the film contains stories within 
stories, and that the catalyst story is Psycho, Hitchcock becomes one of many additions to the 
story of Norman Bates. The scene's meta-narrative aside, Hopkins as Hitchcock makes a very 
interesting point: without Gein's murderous, incestuous, cannibalistic, and gender-variant 
behaviors, there would be no Psycho. Furthermore, regardless of whether or not Hopkins as 
Hitchcock points it out, without Ed Gein (and possibly Psycho) there also would not have been 
 




such films as The Texas Chainsaw Massacre (1974),10 Dressed to Kill (1980),11 or Silence of the 
Lambs (1991).12 Thus, to understand the influence Psycho has had on popular culture, an 
archeological investigation must occur first, examining the influences that created Psycho: its 
sources, its cultural context, and the tropes from which it borrows. 
Welcome to Plainfield, Home of the “Original” Killer Queer: Ed Gein 
     In November 1957, the police of Plainfield, Wisconsin discovered that the oafish and 
unassuming Ed Gein, their neighbor, hired-hand, and sometimes babysitter, was not what they 
assumed. Instead of a simple and lonely man bored on his family farm, Gein was possibly one of 
the “grisliest mass murders America ever spawned.”13 On Gein's property, they found not only 
the body of a local hardware store proprietress stung up and gutted like a deer, but also the sealed 
up room of his mother and her preserved remains, chairs upholstered in human flesh, a tom-tom 
drum made of the same material, light pulls made of human lips, jars of human organs, a set of 
ten women’s scalps preserved as wigs, and a suit made of vaginas.14 Upon interrogation Gein 
freely admitted that he enjoyed wearing the bodies and scalps of women, but he “insisted that he 
never had sex with any of the bodies.”15 The distinction Gein makes between enjoying wearing 
these bodies and having sex with them is important: the assumption is that Gein is not motivated 
simply by a supposedly perverse sexual pleasure, but that there might be a problem with his 
identity – an assumption that is further compounded by Gein's obsession with the then-current 
story of “sex-change”16 patient turned celebrity, Christine Jorgenson.17  
 
10  The Texas Chain Saw Massacre, directed by Tobe Hooper (1974; Dark Sky Films, 2006), DVD. 
11  Dressed to Kill, directed by Brian DiPalma, (1980; Senoma, CA: Filmway Pictures, 2015), DVD. 
12  The Silence of the Lambs, directed by Jonathan Demme, (1991; Hollywood, CA: Orion Pictures, 2001), DVD. 
13 Stephen Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho (Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull Press, 2012), 12.  
14 Ibid, 13. 
15 Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Ritchie, and Kay Whitlock, Queer (In)Justice: The Criminalization of LGBT People in 
the United States (Boston: Beacon Press, 2011), 30. 
16 “Sex change” is used here as an antiquated term for what is now called Sexual Reassignment Surgery (SRS), or 




     Adding to both Gein and his fictional counterpart Bates’ coding as transgender is what 
TVTropes.org calls the “mamma’s boy”: that is, a man “excessively devoted” to his mother, to 
the point that he allows her to run all aspects of his life, including his sex life. In addition to the 
“momma’s boy” complex, as is seen with Gein and Bates, is an Oedipus Complex is often 
implied (if not apparent).18 Gein kept the corpse of his mother in her sealed bedroom, a trope we 
see repeated with Bates. In fact, TVTropes.org calls “Norman Bates… the creepiest and most 
dominated example of [the momma’s boy] in film history. Even though he killed his mother, she 
still dominates him from beyond the grave.”19 Her gaze is an echo of the past. 
     The trauma inflicted by mothers on their children has been associated with multiplicity, or 
what has been referred to as Multiple Personality Disorder and more recently Dissociative 
Identity Disorder. Since the condition came into public view, the multiplicity of Jane, Eve White, 
and Eve Black in The Three Faces of Eve (1957) arises from her mother forcing her daughter to 
kiss a corpse;20 the multiplicity of Lizzie (1957) arises from the traumatic death of the mother;21 
the multiplicity of the title character in Sybil (1976) arises from the extreme physical, and 
arguably sexual, abuse inflicted by her mother;22 and while focused on the sexual abuse inflicted 
by a stepfather and shared by the mother and daughter, Voices Within: The Lives of Trudy Chase 
(1990) likewise reinforces the notion that multiplicity in a child is linked to parent-driven 
trauma.23 The facts that The Three Faces of Eve appeared on film just three years prior to Psycho 
(and the novel of the same title six years prior), and that it was one of two films about 
 
17 Stephen Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho (Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull Press, 2012), 12.  
18 “Momma’s Boys,” TV Tropes, accessed November 28, 2020 https://tvtropes.org/pmwiki/pmwiki.php 
      /Main/MommasBoy 
19 Ibid. 
20 Three Faces of Eve, directed by Nunnally Johnson (1957; Los Angeles, CA: 20th Century Fox, 2004), DVD. 
21 Lizzie, directed by Hugo Haas (1957; Los Angeles, CA: Warner Archive Collection, 2016), DVD. 
22 Sybil, directed by Daniel Petrie (1976: Los Angeles, CA: Warner Brothers, 2006). DVD. 




multiplicity that year (though Lizzie, based on the Shirley Jackson novel, did not receive the 
acclaim that landed Joanne Woodward her Oscar for Best Actress in Eve), are no coincidence. In 
the 1950s, a minimum of four popular books and films were released that linked parent-driven 
trauma to the “splitting” of multiplicity. Ed Gein was arrested the same year Eve and Lizzie 
arrived on screen with popularity. The leap from Gein’s troubling relationship with his mother, 
before and after her death, and his hobby of crafting clothing out of women’s skin to a “split” 
personality is simply a sign of the pop psychology of the time – a pop psychology that wrote the 
novel upon which Eve was based, and a pop psychology that continued to lead in the narrative on 
multiplicity at least until the 1990s when the film adaptation of When Rabbit Howls24 was 
released as a television miniseries. The Three Faces of Eve, Sybil, and When Rabbit Howls were 
written by or in conjunction with the psychologists who treated the individuals who became the 
protagonists. With Psycho, a precedent was set: gender non-conformity and the perceived mental 
illness of neurodiverse multiples were one and the same; not only that, but the two elements 
together were dangerous. Furthermore, the fact that the stories of Eve and the other popular 
works that followed were penned by mental health experts added a level of validity to narratives 
that were significantly less rooted in reality.25  
      It is also important to note that at the time of Gein's arrest as well as the writing of the Psycho 
 
24 When Rabbit Howls (1987) is the work upon which Voices Within: The Lives of Trudy Chase (1990) is based. 
25 The timing of all these books is interesting. Not only do the premieres of The Three Faces of Eve and Lizzie, Ed 
Gein’s arrest, and the entire process of making Psycho (from writing and publishing the novel, to adapting and 
filming the movie, to releasing the film) all occur in a four year period, but the book upon which Sybil is based 
came out in 1973 and The Texas Chainsaw Massacre came out in 1974. Dressed to Kill, an almost perfect 
synthesis of the two tropes (multiplicity and trans-coded monstrosity), appeared in 1980, four years after the film 
Sybil. This pattern continues with Voices Within appearing in 1990 and Silence of the Lambs appearing in 1991. 
These two types of narrative run parallel paths, and while the horror films are not feeding the dramas of 
multiplicity, those dramas of multiplicity reinforce the notion that mental illness (or neurodiversity) contributes to 
trans* identity and violence. While Silence of the Lambs has no suggestions of multiplicity, the connotation of 
multiplicity as a mental illness lingers; this connotation suggests that multiple genders can exist inside a person 
and that the presence of those multiple genders can cause violence against the self and others. However false this 
link between trans* identity and violence may be, Eve, Lizzie, Sybil, and Trudy all lash out at various points and 




book and screenplay, both homosexual and transgender identities were considered mental 
illnesses; in fact, trans identities that require confirmation surgeries are still considered a mental 
illness (formerly Gender Identity Disorder and as of 2012, Gender Dysphoria), which can only be 
“cured” via a surgery known as gender confirmation surgery.26 The invisibility of such “mental 
illnesses” coincides with the invisibility of Gein's gruesome “crossdressing” activities in 
Plainfield. In Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, Stephen Robello writes that “the Gein 
farmhouse offered testimony not only to man's fathomless capacity for the barbaric, but also to 
the ability of an entire community to deny its existence.”27 If it can happen in Plainfield, it can 
happen anywhere; if the local babysitter, Ed Gein, can be a “psycho” who dresses up in the 
leathered skin of women, anyone can be. The monster walks among us. This kind of Cold War 
fear of infiltration, that the home or community is permeable to enemies, or worse, that they have 
always been lurking there, is an important component of Norman Bates’ identity which draws 
from the  literary notion of the uncanny. The monster, as will be discussed in more depth later, is 
always in a liminal space. The monster’s ability to pass unnoticed in the community while 
maintaining a dark inner life or ties to a darker world beyond the understanding of the 
community is the first marker of liminality and finitude for the audience and the monster.  
     In much the same way that the Bates home became a tourist attraction on the Universal 
Studio's lot of their Florida Universal Studios theme park, Gein's home became a tourist 
attraction, in this case unwanted by the people of Plainfield. Robello notes that immediately after 
the discovery on the Gein farm, people started coming to the site to witness Gein’s arts and crafts 
 
26 See the DSM for more information. Take note, though, of the difference in language as it notes significant 
progress. “Identity Disorder” suggests something akin to “Personality Disorder,” which suggests persistent and 
incurable internal and external problematic behaviors; “Dysphoria,” on the other hand, is a state of being that can 
be passed through or resolved. This language in an indicator of the positive pedagogical outcomes that result of 
the trans-coded monster.  




projects for themselves. In fact, he notes that some of the items Gein created were taken from the 
farm and toured around the county side as a type of museum of horrors.28 Through morbid 
curiosity turned tourism, Gein gained a reputation as the original “gender-bending” killer.  
Origins of the Queer Killer: Notions Affecting the Reading of Gein 
     Despite such a reputation, Gein was not the first in what Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Richie, and 
Kay Whitlock call the “queer killer archetype” in their work Queer (In)Justice: The 
Criminalization of LGBT People in the United States. For these authors, the origin of such an 
archetype is found in the story of Leopold and Loeb: two young men both from wealthy 
backgrounds, in their late teens, attending the University of Chicago when in 1924 they set out to 
“commit the perfect murder.” Their “perfect” murder included convincing a fourteen-year-old 
boy to come into their car where they hit him on the head with a chisel. Unfortunately, that blow 
did not kill the boy; to finish the job Leopold and Loeb stuffed a rag down the boy's throat, taped 
his mouth shut, and waited for him to suffocate. Once dead, the two young men stuffed the boy's 
body in a culvert, burnt his face and genitals with hydrochloric acid, and then contacted the boy's 
parents for a $10,000 ransom – a transaction which was never completed. It did not take long for 
Leopold and Loeb to be apprehended. A pair of glasses accidentally dropped at the scene of the 
crime quickly led the police to Leopold, who in turn led them to Loeb. The two confessed, and in 
no time their wealthy families had secured them council with the hope of sparing their lives 
under an insanity defense.29 
     The fact that Leopold and Loeb occasionally had sex with each other was made significant to 
the case even before their official arrest; the fact that their victim had been found nude with acid 
burns on his genitals and mouth led authorities to suspicions of “[homo]sexually perverted 
 
28 Ibid, 15. 
29 Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Ritchie, and Kay Whitlock, Queer (In)Justice: The Criminalization of LGBT People in 




desire.” In fact, the first suspect was a teacher of the victim who was assumed to be gay based on 
his effeminate mannerisms.30 The teacher was, of course, abandoned as a suspect once Leopold 
and Loeb confessed. The press ran descriptions of the killers’ sexual relationship, reprinting court 
transcripts and psychological reports. A great deal was made out of the quote, “Leopold was to 
have the privilege of inserting his penis between Loeb's legs... if they continued their 
criminalistic activities together.” One headline referred to them as “SLAYERS 'KING' AND 
'SLAVE'” and noted that “sex inferiority is [a] factor.” By repeatedly calling Leopold and Loeb 
“perverts” and by focusing on what the press called “unnatural practices,” the press and the 
prosecution were able to paint a picture of the boys as “arrogant and privileged young, white 
'degenerates' who felt entitled to take anything they wanted, including a young boy's life.”31  
     In fact, this depiction is mostly true – the boys actually were white, arrogant, and privileged 
young men who took whatever they wanted; however, it is unfair to criminalize their homosexual 
acts as the motive. Any sort of homosexual desire they may have felt for their victim only 
directed who their victim would be, and not whether there would be a victim at all. A better case 
could be made that Leopold and Loeb were simply jaded and bored by the affluent life they were 
living and sought a new form of entertainment in a mix of torture, murder, and sex (which is the 
essential motive in the 1975 film version of the Marquis de Sade's work, Salo, or the 120 Days of 
Sodom).32 Yet a link between upper-class ennui and murderous activities is unlikely when the 
scapegoat of homosexuality sits readily available. The authors of Queer (In)Justice make a 
 
30 The fact that the teacher was suspected of murder and homosexuality because he was effeminate points to an 
inherent misogyny embedded in homophobia directed towards gay men and transphobia directed toward  
transwomen. There is not enough space here to develop that relationship fully; however, it cannot be ignored that 
the monstrosity encoded in these depictions of homosexuality and transwomen is an extension of misogyny.    
31 Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Ritchie, and Kay Whitlock, Queer (In)Justice: The Criminalization of LGBT People in 
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similar point when they discuss the BTK Killer.  
     The BTK Killer, who takes his name from his methodology of murder – that is, bind, torture, 
kill – was middle class, heterosexual, married, a father, a Cub Scout leader, and a respected 
member of his church. However, the prosecution attempted to make no links between his class, 
marital status, religion, or least of all his heterosexuality and his criminal actions. Ted Bundy and 
the Green River Killer are similar cases. As the authors point out, when queer people kill it is 
“because they are queer. No other motivation or interpretation of lethal events is possible.”33 
With reproductions of the stories of John Wayne Gacy and Jeffrey Dahmer totaling at least six 
films each (including the horror-comedy Dahmer vs. Gacy from 2010), and with Ed Gein 
inspiring another six or more films, it is evident that sexually “perverse” killers spark more 
public fascination than heteronormative killers like Ted Bundy who pulls in only four films or the 
BTK Killer with three.34  
     The need to link killing with queerness may be a contemporary expression of a well-
established historical tradition; the urge to showcase a “freak” or “deviant” is nothing new, nor is 
the urge to view sexual or bodily difference as a portent. In Leslie Fielder's book, Freaks: Myths 
and Images of the Secret Self, the author traces the West’s historical representations of what has 
been at different times called “hermaphroditism,” “bisexuality,” or “transgenderism” – all, in 
Fielder's context, referring to those who display multiple genders either in physicality or 
mentality. Fielder notes that the “hermaphrodite,” like no other category of “freak,” creates the 
“greatest tension between physical repulsion and spiritual attraction.”35 While abjection, the 
uncanny, and the grotesque will be discussed later, it is worth noting here that those responses are 
 
33 Joey L. Mogul, Andrea J. Ritchie, and Kay Whitlock, Queer (In)Justice: The Criminalization of LGBT People in 
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34 These numbers are based on easily accessible (DVD or streaming) films. I acknowledge that more films may 
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part of the function of the historical hermaphrodite and are carried into the trans-coded monster. 
Fielder finds that despite the presence of many gender transforming or gender-nonconforming 
characters and gods in the myths of the Greeks and Romans, real-life bodies and sexualities that 
deviated from the expected were viewed as a warning or an omen.36 The words of Plato confirm 
this; despite the popular belief that Greeks and Romans embraced sexual/gender variance, even 
Plato, who is thought by many to have had sexual relations with men himself, wrote that “the 
crime of male with male, or female with female, is an outrage on nature and a capital surrender to 
the lust of pleasure.”37 Furthermore, sixth-century Roman law – the basis of much of Catholic 
and Protestant law – held that individuals who gave themselves up to “lewdness” with their own 
sex should be put to death.38 European explorers, settlers, and immigrants to what is now the 
Americas carried with them forms of these views and laws, some of which were sublimated and 
some which were overt.. 
     In 1513, a Spanish conquistador traveling across the area now known as Panama, encountered 
a group of indigenous people in Quaraca, some of whom dressed as women and engaged in 
sexual/romantic relationships with other men. The conquistador, Vasco Nuñez de Balboa, ordered 
forty of them to be thrown to his hunting dogs as a means of death by dismemberment.39 In his 
work, Homophobia: A History, author Byrne Fone calls this the first recorded punishment of 
sodomy on the American continent.40 However, it was not the last. Turning again to Queer 
(In)Justice: “Policing and punishment of sexual and gender 'deviants' have existed for centuries 
in what is now known as the United States. From the first point of contact with European 
 
36 Ibid, 178-196. 
37 Bryan Fone, Homophobia: A History (New York: Picador, 2001), 34-38. 
38 Ruthann Robson, Lesbian (Out)Law: Survival Under the Rule of Law (Ithaca, NY: Firebrand Books, 1992), 34. 
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colonizers... indigenous people, enslaved Africans, and immigrants... were systematically policed 
and punished.”41 In Conquest: Sexual Violence and American Indian Genocide, Andrea Smith 
writes that the belief that indigenous people were “polluted with sexual sin” was instrumental to 
the rape of the North American continent and its indigenous populations.42 It is also important to 
note that in 1533 the English parliament ratified the Buggery Act, formerly known as An Acte for 
the punysshement of the vice of Buggerie; this law remained unchanged for over three hundred 
years, until 1861 when the punishment became death.43 Similar sodomy laws were carried with 
the colonists, and thus inflicted on the colonists as well as the indigenous people, until after The 
Declaration of Independence. The first recorded law on sodomy in the newly minted United 
States was written by Thomas Jefferson in 1778. Jefferson attempted to liberalize the existing 
law, suggesting castration over death, but only for white people – black people and native 
Americans could still be sentenced to death.44 
     Tracing the entire history of sodomy laws in the United States is not necessary here for several 
reasons. One, there simply is not enough space for such a conversation to take place. Two, 
significant stretches of that history would bear little impact on a conversation directed towards 
horror films. And three, assuming that everyone affected by sodomy laws geared towards 
homosexual or gender variant behaviors was, in fact, LGBT identified is simplistic and a 
colonizing act. The examples noted above, however, are important to establishing the historical 
backdrop in front of which films like Psycho arose. Likewise, the status of sodomy laws directly 
prior to the making of that film, and in the years that followed it, is also important because 
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punishing homosexuality and gender variance with death creates a link between sexual and 
gendered practices and death.  
     At the time of Gein's arrest, some form of sodomy law was in place for every state in the 
United States. In 1962, four years after Gein's arrest, Wisconsin’s neighboring state of Illinois 
became the first to repeal sodomy laws by legislative appeal. The states surrounding Illinois 
began to follow suit some eleven years later (North Dakota in 1973, Ohio in 1974, Indiana in 
1976, South Dakota in 1977, and Iowa in 1978), but it was not until 1983, twenty-one years after 
its neighbor Illinois started the trend, that Wisconsin repealed its own sodomy laws. While it may 
seem that Wisconsin was behind the times in terms of its repeal of sodomy laws, it is a wonder 
that either Illinois (home to Leopold and Loeb) or Wisconsin (home to Ed Gein) willingly 
repealed these laws at all with such haunted pasts. Still many other states held on to their laws 
until repeal was forced via lawsuit – the largest being the 2003 Supreme Court case, Lawrence vs. 
Texas, which ended with a ruling that struck down sodomy laws in fifteen states.45 
     Between actual murders and sodomy laws, the link between homosexual acts and murderous 
desires, while faulty and tenuous, becomes evident. However, one more element will help explain 
how this link came to include not just homosexual acts but also gender non-conforming 
appearance and behavior. Sexologists of the early 1900s thought of gay men as psychic 
hermaphrodites, that is “a female soul entrapped in a male body.” Claude Hartland's 
autobiography from 1901, The Story of a Life, contains as its opening passage these lines: “In the 
following chapters, appears the history of a being who has the beard and the well-developed 
sexual organs of a man, who is, from almost every other point of view, a woman.” A year earlier 






boy” but “in mind I was thoroughly a girl.”46 Jim Elledge writes that gay men of the nineteenth 
century began “theorizing about themselves, analyzing why they were sexually attracted to other 
men and not to women.” As a result, some of these gay men took on the language of the psychic 
hermaphrodite, that of being a woman trapped in a man's body; in this way, the hermaphrodite 
became a “physical emblem of the psychological combination of male and female.”47 As time 
passed, the language and image of the hermaphrodite did not disappear; however, it did move 
into a different, more specialized context. The language of the psychic hermaphrodite – being 
trapped in the wrong body – became attached almost exclusively to transgender individuals 
diagnosed with Gender Identity Disorder, now Gender Dysphoria. Along with the transference of 
the language came the sharing of the stigmas associated with homosexuality, mental illness, and 
law breaking.  
     While Fielder follows the line from mythical gods and monsters to the circus-styled freak 
shows of the 19th and 20th centuries (from Hermaphroditus and Tiresias to the Bearded Lady and 
half-and-half Robert-Roberta),48 I suggest that as sodomy laws began to drop away, the gender 
variant villain trope began its rise to horror film primacy. Essentially, the Norman Bates-like 
figure would become the stand in for both the fears of non-reproductive or biblically forbidden 
sex acts (sodomy laws and incest taboos) and the gender non-conforming body (the body 
otherwise known as “hermaphrodite”). As the freak show began to fade and sodomy laws were 
repealed on a wider scale, the Bates-like figure could serve the place of both: a public body that 
satisfied freak show curiosity and an indoctrinating force in the place of a law. Thus, subsequent 
depictions of Bates-like characters need to be read in this context. Slavoj Žižek, in his 
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collaborative documentary The Pervert’s Guide to Ideology (2012), claims that monsters can 
serve a consolidating purpose, collapsing many cultural fears into one.49 Norman Bates dredges 
the oceans of fear and catches Oedipal, gender, sex, and violence-based terrors in his net.  
How to Sell a Queer Killer: The Dissemination of Gein-Like Images 
     Alfred Hitchcock saw the potential for shock and profit in a story such as Ed Gein's, a story 
that fed off the hate and fear already woven into the fabric of American ideology. After the 
critical success of Les Diaboliques in 1955, Hitchcock began carefully following the financial 
success, measured in box-office figures, of low-budget horror films (particularly those churned 
out by Universal International, American-International, Allied Artists, and Hammer Film 
Productions). Hitchcock saw that these low-budget films could rake in money and audiences 
while many “A” budget films “barely drew flies.”50 In the dramatic film adaptation of Robello's 
academic work, Hitchcock's wife, Alma, responds with confusion at her husband's urge to make a 
“horror” film, to which Hopkins as Hitchcock replies, “but what if someone actually made a 
good one.”51 Robello writes of Hitchcock's urge to tell the story of Psycho in an intelligent way, 
and quotes Hitchcock's MCA agent, Ned Brown: “Hitch was fascinated by the idea that the story 
starts out as one thing – the girl's dilemma – then, after a horrible murder, turns into something 
else.”52 Hitchcock saw that the shift in narrative from Crane to Bates would mirror Bates’ shift 
from Norman to mother in gender, capitalizing on and consolidating aforementioned fears. 
Unfortunately, the transition from novel to film was as similar in shock and disruption to 
Hitchcock as Crane's death and Bates’ gender shift was to Hitchcock's audience. 
     Thirty-nine miles away from Plainfield, WI lived the unassuming forty-year-old writer of 
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Psycho (1959), Robert Bloch. As a protege to H.P. Lovecraft, Bloch trafficked in dark, often 
sexually tense, literature, but when he completed his novel, it was something new to him. Bloch 
had eagerly searched out as many news articles on Gein as he could, and found that many of the 
local papers, even those in the larger cities, played down the Gein case. Gripped by the few 
details he could find, Bloch began to take notes, write, and obsess. Of what he learned, Bloch 
observed: “I wonder how this man, never suspected of any kind of wrongdoing, in a town where 
if someone sneezed on the north side of town, someone on the south side said ‘Gesundheit,’ was 
only suddenly discovered to be a mass murderer. I was also puzzled by how unanxious his 
neighbors were to speak about these crimes.” Inspired by this notion, which is apparent in the 
ways in which locals defend Bates in the film, , he threw himself into writing the novel. Many of 
the changes Bloch made to the story are classic to what we associate with Norman Bates and 
Psycho: rather than living alone on a farm, Bloch placed Norman at a hotel set off from the 
highway; rather than digging up graves and preying on locals, Norman kills the transient guests 
of the hotel; rather than killing to amuse himself, Norman kills in a fugue state in which another 
personality takes over; rather than Bates as the teller of his own tale, Bloch introduces the Crane 
character.53 Bloch’s changes to fictionalize Gein’s narrative are not minor. While Gein and Bates 
are both mostly timid and unassuming, Bloch puts Bates in a position of invisible power: 
possessing keys to all the rooms and having access to peepholes, all the while hiding under his 
mother’s dress. While it is true that Bloch (and Hitchcock) smoothed out the edges of Gein, 
making Bates more charming than oafish and reducing Gein’s “leather work” to taxidermy, the 
very terror that Bates induces comes from his “passability” – his uncanny ability to pass among 
us.  
 




     Hitchcock responded to Bloch's novel in much the same way that Bloch had responded to  
Gein's actual life. Hitchcock knew that Psycho could be his Les Diaboliques. Rather than 
fiendishly searching for all the news articles about Gein he could find, Hitchcock had his 
employees do it for him. He also found all the available copies of the Bloch’s novel and bought 
and stored them to prevent anyone from finding out the twists of the plot – an action he took even 
before he had secured the rights to the film or had studio backing. Despite Hitchcock's belief in 
his “little picture,” despite his enormous previous success with North by Northwest, and despite 
the fact that he had been given “carte blanche” over film selection, Hitchcock had to fight and 
bargain with Paramount before they would allow the film to be produced; in fact, Hitchcock had 
to fund the film himself, which still did not stop the fights with the studio.54 The studio/director 
bickering ended with what some may view as a punishment for Hitchcock: a limited release.55 
Regardless, Hitchcock knew how to sell his film.  
     The studio’s resistance to Psycho, which ran counter to the freedom usually given to 
Hitchcock, indicated just how much fear Norman Bates’ gender variance could induce. Despite 
the popularity of the “B” horror films that the director had followed, Psycho was a risk, 
especially if seen as a possible endorsement of gender variant behaviors on the part of the studio. 
Hitchcock’s insistence points to the attraction that he knew would accompany the repulsion the 
studio feared would be directed at them. The tension between the two sides, Hitchcock and 
attraction against Paramount and repulsion, took the form of each side’s financial investment in 
stopping or avoiding the other. The attraction – and repulsion – Hitchcock knew he could elicit in 
his audience with the “twist” of Bates’ gender reveal was something he would go to great lengths 
to protect.  
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     Taking his cues from a title card that played at the end of Les Diaboliques which read, “Don't 
be diabolical yourself. Don't spoil the ending for your friends by telling them what you've just 
seen. On their behalf – Thank you!,”56 Hitchcock set out on an amazing publicity campaign with 
a handbook humorously called “The Care and Handling of Psycho.” The handbook ran longer 
than twenty pages and detailed the exact way the film should be presented and why. Hitchcock 
suggested hiring Pinkerton guards to enforce admission policies and settle disputes over refund 
demands caused by the policies. Also interesting is that Hitchcock did not focus on the stars of 
the film in his publicity campaign; instead, he focused on his own celebrity (which positioned 
him as an authority) and the possibility of shock. The previews and in-theater promotional 
materials reveal the anticipation of shock was founded. The previews for the film featured not 
scenes from Psycho, but rather Hitchcock himself giving a tour of the set, showing the scene of 
the crime, the mother’s bedroom, and the basement where a secret would be revealed. In theaters, 
cardboard standups were placed of Hitchcock, and Hitchcock's voice would play over the PA 
system explaining that no one would be admitted after the beginning of the film, and that anyone 
trying to sneak in “though the ventilation system” would be “ejected” by brute force.57 
Hitchcock’s approach to promotion, intentional or not, played off the fact that audiences were 
primed to believe a trans-coded and multiple-person killer could exist via the popularity of The 
Three Faces of Eve (1957),58 the national news about Ed Gein (1957), and the international news 
about Christine Jorgensen’s gender confirmation surgery (1953). Eve, Gein, and Jorgensen were 
not just stories; they were facts about multiplicity, murder, and the fluid nature of gender – all 
things that generated fear at the time.  
     While humorous, the fact that the film needed “care and handling” suggests the fragility of its 
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contents, which, after watching, translates to the volatility of the film’s monster-cum-protagonist: 
Norman Bates. Additionally, through tone and placement, Hitchcock situates himself as an 
authority on what appears to be a delicate subject. He is both the guard who admits those who 
desire entry and the criminologist who contextualizes the experience for them. However, 
Hitchcock is actually just building tension and suspicion; as is his specialty, he is tantalizing 
without revealing. However, his aloof professorial demeanor sets the audience up to believe that 
the world and crimes of Bates are as real as the world and crimes of Gein; that is, that Psycho 
was not so much a fiction, as a well-researched dramatization, something nearer to a 
documentary than a horror film that just happens to be, in Hitchcock’s words, “a good one.” The 
problem, intentional or not, is that Hitchcock, via an assumed position of authority and 
knowledge, codifies a single fictional gender non-conforming character,  as the quintessential 
gender non-conforming killer. 
Forget Ed Gein, Here's Norman Bates: Solidifying an Archetype and Forgetting History 
     The atmosphere of fear and mystery Hitchcock created around the film worked: audiences 
were shocked, appalled, and fascinated; they loved, feared, and loved to hate and fear, Norman 
Bates so much that they wanted more of him. As a consequence, a set of copycat films, most 
notably Homicidal (1961),59 rose up in the wake of Psycho. With the floodgates open, Gein-
turned-Bates became a solidified archetype of a new trope in film literature – a mix of  sexual 
confusion, gender inconsistency, and murderous habits. Films that followed in Psycho's footsteps 
returned to Gein's life for source material, but more than anything, it is Bates’ expression of the 
lonely hotel keeper, unsure of who he is, mired in his dysfunctional family, that returns most 
often. However, before these subsequent images, or the image of Norman Bates can truly be 
 




examined, a theoretical framework needs to be set in place. 
     Bates, as the archetype of the trans-coded monster trope, pulls together the entire Western 
history of fear and hate directed toward gender-variant and homosexual people, from the 
“hermaphrodite” freaks of Greek and Roman antiquity, to the conquistadors invading South 
America, to Leopold and Loeb, to  Ed Gein. In Bates, everything about queerness that hegemonic 
forces wanted to control coalesced into a tool that served to show what could happen if one were 
to become gender-variant: they either are killed by the monster or they becomes the monster. 
Neither of the two possible outcomes suggested by the monster are positive; they are both 
warnings, tools of the apparatus that seeks to hegemonize sexual and gender expression.60 
 
60 For a deeper discussion of why dominant Western powers seek to hegemonize sexual and gender expression, see 
Foucault’s The History of Sexuality (1976),  Guy Hocquenghem’s Homosexual Desire (1972), and Tony Duvert’s 
Good Sex Illustrated (1972). 
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Part II: Mechanisms of the Social Apparatus on the Personal 
     Not leaving the archeology of the social apparatus that constructed the trans-coded monster 
behind, but instead troubling it with the personal response – that is, the shudder, chill, thrill, 
and/or desire of the individual viewer – we shift to the internal and emotional space, which gives 
depth to the humans who enact the systems, procedures, and stories that comprise the monstrous 
apparatus. Analysis of this level is important as it is only in the mind of the individual that 
learning can take place; thus, all pedagogical outcomes spring from this level. In essence, the 
apparatus works on the individual, who then has an experience of that apparatus and makes a 
choice about how to (or not to) enforce or change the apparatus; that choice is the pedagogical 
moment and the change, if made, is the pedagogy the monster has to offer.  
The Killer's Toolbox: Theories for Reading the Queer Monster 
     Hitchcock’s framing did not come from Les Diaboliques alone; the opening credits of the 
1953 Ed Wood film Glen or Glenda, a film that would later be the source material for another 
“split personality” trans killer in Seed of Chucky (2004), contains this note: 
In the making of this film, which deals with a strange and curious subject, no punches 
have been pulled – no easy way has been taken. Many of the smaller parts are portrayed 
by persons who actually are, in real life, the characters they portray on the screen. This is 
a picture of stark realism – taking no sides – but giving you the facts – ALL the facts – as 
they are today... You are society – JUDGE YE NOT.61 
 
While the tone may have changed, the “stark realism” of “persons who actually are… the 
characters they portray” still sounds in the politics of representation today and provides another 
source for Hitchcock’s appeal to his own authority. Here Wood uses it as an attempt to create 
verisimilitude in his “strange and curious subject.” This pseudoscientific presentation is furthered 
in the opening prologue to the film where the Puppet Master, played by Bela Lugosi and later 
 
61 Glen or Glenda, directed by Ed Wood (1953; California: Columbia Classics, 2006), DVD. 
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mocked by the criminologist in The Rocky Horror Picture Show (1975),62 issues what is both a 
warning and a declaration: “Man's constant probing of things unknown, drawing from the endless 
reaches of time, brings to light many startling things. Startling, because they seem new. But most 
are not new, but a science of the ages.”63 Despite declaring that what the audience will find in 
their yearnings and probing for “things unknown” is nothing new, like Hitchcock, the Puppet 
Master acknowledges that the audience will be startled – in fact, they must want to be startled 
and tantalized or they would not have chosen to watch the film. Again, the simultaneous push and 
pull of the grotesque collides with gender nonconformity and the line between social apparatus 
and personal response continues to blur.  
     As for a warning about what follows, I describe the tools and language necessary to read 
images of trans-coded or gender-nonconforming monsters and antagonists in horror films; I will 
then use that language and those tools to examine the double nature of transgender and gender 
nonconforming villainous representations through the lens of Psycho, specifically their 
persistence and their startling qualities. Like the Puppet Master, I will show that these 
representations are only startling “because they seem new,” and that the truth of that “startling” 
nature is that the audience is both scared and excited by their own desires.  
     Cue the thunder.  
The Abject Apparatus: Kristeva and Foucault 
     Julia Kristeva's theory of the abject and Michel Foucault's theory of the social apparatus frame 
everything that follows: Kristeva provides an understanding of the experiences and reactions that 
arise from and inspire the making of a film like Psycho, while Foucault's theory allows for an 
understanding of how such a film functions in society. Taken together, these two theorists reveal 
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the social power of these films and the ways in which that power is reproduced inside and outside 
the films. In the following sections, I describe these two main theories and demonstrate how they 
are connected to the archeology of part one.   
     Abjection arises from disgust at the breaching of boundaries, a recoiling from penetrations of 
surfaces previously perceived as impermeable. Abjection is the experiential reaction to 
impermanence of the body, or station, or belief. Kristeva writes that abjection is the feeling that 
arises when one is confronted with a corpse, excrement, menstrual blood, or the flimsy plate of 
skin that floats across the top of milk left to sit too long – anything that brings one to the edge of 
being an “I” or a subject.64 What is meant by the edge of being an “I” is facing a confrontation 
with the I/thou binary.65 For Kristeva, abjection swells up at any revelation of reality in which 
one faces the boundaries of their own existence, their finitude. Kristeva writes that abjection is a 
reaction which demonstrates what one “must constantly thrust aside in order to live.” 
Furthermore, she says that in abjection one is “at the border of [their] condition as a living being. 
[That their] body extricates itself, as being alive, from that border.”66 Despite the objects from 
which abjection can arise, “it is not lack of cleanliness or health that causes abjection but what 
disturbs identity, system, order.” She tells us that abjection comes from “what does not respect 
borders, positions, rules,” and from “the ambiguous, the in-between, the composite.” Concisely, 
she concludes that “any crime, because it draws attention to the fragility of the law, is abject.”67 
In short, abjection is the fragile boundary between perceived notions of order and perceived 
notions of disorder; it is the fragile line between existence and nonexistence, between self and 
obliteration. In Kristeva: Thresholds, S. K. Keltner sums up what happens in abjection: “The 
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reader is seized at a 'turning point' between what is social and asocial, familiar and unfamiliar, 
love and murderous hatred, even feminine and masculine.”68 In the present analysis, the gender 
nonconforming monster is abjection embodied, living in the crossroads of law and disorder, 
masculine and feminine, and life and death; this monster is Keltner’s summation personified, and 
with personification of the archetype can act, calling the binaries of the audience into question. 
      Foucault focuses not on the individual, but on the functioning of larger societal systems. The 
system of importance here is his rather vague term “apparatus.” In a 1977 interview, “The 
Confessions of the Flesh,” Foucault describes his use of the word apparatus as a “formation 
which has as its major function at a given historical moment that of responding to an urgent need. 
The apparatus thus has a dominant strategic function.”69 He says that 
...the apparatus is essentially of a strategic nature, which means assuming that it is a 
matter of a certain manipulation of relations of forces, either developing them in a 
particular direction, blocking them, stabilizing them, utilizing them, etc. The apparatus is 
thus always inscribed in a play of power, but it is also always linked to certain coordinates 
of knowledge which issue from it but, to an equal degree, condition it.70 
 
Thus, for Foucault, an apparatus arises solely as a hegemonic force, with each apparatus having 
at its genesis a specific goal. However, Foucault notes that each apparatus continues to exist as a 
site of a double process: functional over-determination and strategic elaboration. Functional over-
determination, he says, is a kind of resonance between all effects of an apparatus – whether 
positive or negative, intentional or unintentional. Foucault says that “in resonance or 
contradiction with the others... [the effects] thereby call for a readjustment or a re-working of the 
heterogeneous elements that surface at various points.”71 In essence, the result of Foucault's 
functional over-determination is the work done in states of abjection, but on a larger scale: it is 
 
68  S. K. Keltner, Kristeva: Thresholds (Madison, WI: Polity Press, 2011), 72. 
69  Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writing 1972-1977, (New York: Vintage    
      Books, 1980), 195. 
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not the individual making adjustments to disruptions of the I/thou binary, but society making 
adjustments to the us/them binary. The appearance of a trans or gender nonconforming person 
(villain, monster, or upright citizen) is a “heterogeneous” element that must be “adjusted.” To 
describe the ongoing process of strategic elaboration, Foucault turns to one of his favorite 
subjects, the prison. The prison apparatus, “which had the effects of making measures of 
detention appear to be the most efficient and rational” also had “an entirely unforeseen effect” of 
“professionalizing and circumscribing a criminal milieu.”72 Returning again to abjection, the 
unforeseen possibility of strategic elaboration is not necessary a new criminal class, but 
individuals or groups of individuals who, when confronted with a dichotomy or binary, locate 
themselves outside of it. That is to say, abjection in terms of strategic elaboration allows for a 
kind of disidentification à la José Esteban Muñoz, where queer folk can embrace their 
“threshold” status and take joy editing and rearranging their appearance as “freaks” while Time 
Warping the night away.73 
Monster Theory: The Body, the Monster, and the Monster's Body as Apparatus 
     One look at the corpus of contemporary horror films and it becomes clear that the human 
body is a compelling canvas for cultural fears. However, the physical embodiment of fear is 
nothing new. Horror and the body, fear and technology: all are related historically and artistically. 
 
72 Michel Foucault, Power/Knowledge: Selected Interviews and Other Writing 1972-1977, (New York: Vintage 
Books, 1980), 195-196.  
73 José Esteban Muñoz writes, “Disidentification is about recycling and rethinking encoded meaning. The process 
of disidentification scrambles and reconstructs the encoded message of a cultural text in a fashion that both 
exposes the encoded message’s universalizing and exclusionary machinations and recircuits its workings to 
account for, include, and empower minority identities and identifications. Thus, disidentification is a step further 
than cracking open the code of the majority; it proceeds to use this code as raw material for representing a 
disempowered politics or positionality that has been rendered unthinkable by the dominant culture” (31). In the 
full historical context of the monster, the trans-coded monster tale is part the evolution of composite monsters, 
like that of Dr. Frankenstein and Dr. Moreau. However, the trans-coded monster has control of their own 
representation – they are a remix or amalgamation of their own making; that self-ownership is Muñoz’s notion of 
disidentification. While my work is focused on the effect of the monster, another consideration elsewhere should 
be the monster coded as a liberated and independent trans-self. See José Esteban Muñoz, Disidentification: 
Queers of Color and the Performance of Politics, (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 1999). 
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Mary Shelley's Frankenstein and H.G. Wells’ The Island of Dr. Moreau are striking examples 
from literary history, while films like Gattica (1997),74 Godsend (2004),75 and almost the entire 
oeuvre of David Cronenberg are simply the historical monstrous body with a cultural facelift and 
social tummy-tuck. While such texts may seem to have little to do with a discussion of gender 
nonconforming or trans-coded villains in horror films, they do stand as examples of the fear 
arising from technological advances affecting or otherwise threatening the standard view of the 
body. These texts call into question the nature, validity, and ethics of a constructed body – the 
chosen body; in this way, cloning, vivisection, and eugenics, while each having different moral 
and ethical concerns, evoke similar images of monstrosity and body manipulation to the trans-
umbrella. Despite these similarities, an important distinction must be drawn: in many older forms 
of body horror, the monstrous body is constructed from whole cloth, and while its components 
might be the refuse and offal of society, the monstrous body was never a subject in mainstream 
society. The reverse tends to be true for the gender variant body in horror films: the horror arises 
not from the parts that compose the monstrous body, but rather from the fact that the monstrous 
body was once a part of society and now is separated from society. In essence, while the resulting 
fear is displayed in the same way, and while both can be tied back to social advances with which 
the society struggles to cope, the Frankenstein-like monster embodies the fear of a new “other” 
rising from the social scrap heap, while the gender variant monster embodies the fear of 
becoming that monster – the fear of one's own abjection in the face of the tensions between what 
is possible and what is acceptable (more on this in section three).  
     Sigmund Freud’s 1919 essay, “The ‘Uncanny,’” illuminates the abjection one faces when 
confronted with the malleability and finitude of the body. Freud locates the uncanny within the 
 
74  Gattica, directed by Andrew Niccol (1997; Colver City, CA: Columbia Picture, 1998), DVD.  
75  Godsend, directed by Kick Hamm (2004; Santa Monica, CA: Lionsgate, 2004), DVD. 
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sphere of fear but operating differently, specifically in the realm of “frightening aesthetics.76 
Going to great pains to explain what the uncanny is not, Freud eventually lands on a key 
component of the uncanny: it is both unfamiliar and hidden.77 However, the kind of hidden that 
applies to the uncanny is a purposely obscured kind, like “the secret[s] in the matters of [the] 
state” or “mystic… allegorical” “knowledge.”78 While Freud continues to examine the word and 
how it embodies its own opposites, the uncanny ultimately arises in the “discovery” of something 
one “cannot yet rightly understand.”79 Freud’s “double” also exists in this fearful zone: a 
narcissistic extension of oneself as an uncanny embodiment of abjection.80 The uncanny, 
particularly the uncanny double, is the unfamiliar and hidden parts of the ego – desires and fears 
– made manifest. The presence of the trans-coded and gender nonconforming villain is a mirror 
for the abjection inside oneself that Foucault’s apparatus has worked so hard to suppress. Bates, 
was like Gein in that he is uncanny (unfamiliar and hidden) while also abjectionable (existing at 
the edge of what is knowable); Bates’ and Gein’s abilities to pass unnoticed in their community 
stir both components. 
     Jeffery Jerome Cohen’s essay, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses) provides the most compelling 
frame for reading the monstrous body in Western society. Cohen first notes that “the monster's 
body is a cultural body,” which “literally incorporates fear, desire, anxiety, and fantasy” into a 
living form with “uncanny independence.” 81 That uncanny independence speaks to the monster’s 
ability to walk in reflective shadows where the audience can catch glimpses of themselves in the 
monster’s moonlit face. For Cohen, the monster is both a “construct and a projection” that “exists 
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only to be read.” He says, “like a letter on the page, the monster signifies something other than 
itself.”82 Here Cohen speaks almost directly to Foucault's apparatus, in that every monster, like 
every apparatus, is a construction of mixed cultural emotions that once brought to being 
continues on with uncanny independence – in Foucault's words, strategic elaboration. Similarly, 
the second thesis, that “the monster always escapes,” speaks to the uncanny independence and/or 
strategic elaboration of the monster as a social apparatus; that is to say, a monster cannot be 
killed unless the fears, desires, anxieties, and fantasies that fuel it are also killed.83 The 
persistence of the monstrous vision accounts for many sequels and horror franchises born of 
monsters, a condition TVTropes.org calls “sequelitis”84 and which contributes to the pedagogical 
quality of the trans-coded monster.   
     Directly or indirectly, four of Cohen’s theses deal with abjection: thesis three calls the monster 
“the harbinger of category crisis” because the monster is typically a “disturbing hybrid whose 
external incoherent bodies resist attempts to include them in any systematic structuralism.” 
Furthermore, “the monster is dangerous” as it is “a form suspended between forms that threatens 
to smash distinctions.” Like the abjection that arises from resistance to the self/other binary, 
abjection via the monstrous occurs because the monstrous body resists “classification built on 
hierarchy or a merely binary opposition, demanding instead a 'system' allowing polyphony, 
mixed response... and resistance to integration.”85 This resistance to binary definition brings a 
sort of queerness to monsters. It is no wonder that Douglas McEwan wrote in his playful book, 
The Q Guide to Classic Monster Movies, that “monsters weren't intended to be gay... but they 
read as gay to me. For me and my fellow queer youth growing up in the gay-intolerant era of the 
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mid twentieth century, these monsters spoke to our lives... they said, there is hope”86 if for no 
other reason than that the monster survived – a nod to the empowering act of embracing the 
threshold-self via the remix of disidentification. Bates, Leatherface, and Buffalo Bill are all 
“hybrid” in their gender, constantly teetering between the poles of the female/male binary; if they 
can exist in liminal space, surviving and thriving, not only is the female/male binary called into 
question, but the very certainty of a society built on those categories is shaken. McEwen’s note 
that young queer folk “weren’t intended” to identify with the monsters but did because the 
monster was other and the monster survived is core to the pedagogy which will be elaborated in 
part three. 
     Developing the connection between the monstrous and abjection, and ultimately between 
abjection and queerness, are theses four and five: thesis four says that the “monster dwells at the 
gates of difference,”87 and thesis five says that the “monster polices the borders of the 
possible.”88 Each of these theses examines how the monstrous exists in the space between subject 
and object and between subject and death, the space that Kristeva named as abjection. The 
greatest difference a living being can experience is death, which the monster delivers, but more 
specifically for the trans-coded monster, that difference is the culturally constructed difference 
between genders. Where there is difference, there is abjection; where there is difference that 
threatens social order, there is policing. Again, Kristeva and Foucault tangle in the dual-leveled 
apparatus. Cohen continues, noting that the monster functions as a “dialectical Other” that “is an 
incorporation of the Outside, the Beyond – of all those loci that are rhetorically placed as distant 
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and distinct but originate Within.” 89 Cohen’s “dialectical Other” is not unlike Freud’s uncanny 
double, pulling together both sides of the grotesque. Cohen also notes that binaries of gender, 
physical appearance of sex, and sexual desire “elicit an array of anxious responses” and 
therefore, opportunities for monsters to be constructed and maintained.90 Perhaps the most 
important word in Cohen’s thesis, is “Within,” which he chose to capitalize. Nothing about any 
monster, in Cohen’s view, originates externally; there is always an expression of an internal 
worry. By this logic, the trans-coded monster, even as an expression of the archeology explored 
in part one, emerges from within. This point is another indicator of why Foucault's apparatus falls 
short on its own: the monster is a cultural apparatus, but the culture is created by individuals, 
who independently and through contact with one another have come to fear something within 
that is projected without. If Bates and/or his protégés stir fear in the audience, it is because that 
fear already exists within and is rooted in a possibility of existence that is incongruous with 
social expectations. However, Cohen falls short by not acknowledging that if an individual does 
not know that the possibility could exist, the tool that is the monster (in the broadest sense) 
actually teaches the reality of that possibility.  
     Thesis seven compounds the points of theses four and five, stating that “the monster stands at 
the threshold of becoming.” In Cohen's words, when viewing or reading a “monster” the 
audience is asked “how [they] perceive the world, and how [they] have misrepresented what 
[they] have attempted to place” in a category. He writes, “[The monster] asks us to reevaluate our 
cultural assumptions about... our perception of difference [and] our tolerance towards its 
expression.” Cohen says that monsters “ask us why we have created them.”91 In his film 
Nightbreed (1990), Clive Barker answers Cohen: “we see ourselves in the monster and as the 
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monster.”92 As such, Bates, through the lens of thesis seven, suggests that the world is binary and 
that horror erupts when the binary is troubled. But Bates also pushes the audience to ask why the 
categories, which his very existence troubles, exist in the first place. Again, Cohen sets the 
necessary stage but misses the extent of what a monster can teach ; if the monster calls into 
question social tolerance of difference within categories that were socially created – differences 
which the monster itself could have actually taught – then the monster has the potential of 
engendering kindness as tolerance. The complicated relationship between monster and viewer, 
the relationship which is the very locus of the tense familiarity, is explored in Cohen’s sixth 
thesis; his exploration does not directly respond to my point, but it does clarify why such a 
complicated relationship between the monster and the audience continues to exist.  
     Foucault's description of the apparatus partially explains why we create monsters -- as a form 
of social control or policing -- but Cohen's sixth thesis reveals something else: “fear of the 
monster is really a kind of desire.” For Cohen, the monster attracts us in the way it repels us; 
while the monster is a normalizing force, it also serves as escapist fantasy. He writes that while 
“we distrust and loathe the monster, at the same time we envy its freedom, and perhaps its 
sublime despair” because it is through the monster that “fantasies of aggression, domination, and 
inversion are allowed expression” in a “liminal space.” In other words, interacting with a monster 
in a book or film allows for temporary identification with the monster, and therefore a safe outlet 
for whatever socially unacceptable feelings one might take pleasure in and in which the monster 
shares that pleasure.93 In much the same way that the monster allows (and encourages) the viewer 
to temporarily be a monster without permanently becoming a monster, queer monsters allow their 
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viewers to temporarily experience some pleasure in queerness without permanently becoming 
what they may otherwise despise.94 
Transgender Theories: Serrano and Bornstein 
     In her groundbreaking piece of experimental writing, Kate Bornstein notes that there are a 
multitude of genders outside the typical male/female binary. She says top/bottom, master/slave, 
butch/fem, daddy/boy, and so forth are all embodied genders which are equally valid; 
furthermore, she suggests that they do not have to be organized in a hierarchical fashion, with 
some form of dominance lording social authority over another. Bornstein also suggests that the 
multitude of genders can be arranged in a myriad of ways, creating a kind of gender infinity, with 
possibilities such as female bodied-male identified-fem-tops, or the opposite, or something in 
between. And for Bornstein these genders are not stable but fluid, changing over time, with 
mode, with company, and with desire.95 Considering Bornstein's theories, it is no wonder she was 
asked to write the forward for Carol Queen and Lawrence Schimel's edited collection, 
PomoSexuals: Challenging the Assumptions about Gender and Sexuality, a book which calls for 
 
94 Jane Ward’s 2015 book, Not Gay: Sex Between Straight White Men, proposes that sexuality and sexual practices, 
while related, are not one in the same. Rather, she suggests that sexuality is an identity, a set of expectations and 
desires to which people must conform; while she does not use Foucault’s term “apparatus,” it is the pressure to 
conform to the expectations, implicit or explicit, of an identity that causes individuals to accept or reject the label 
of a sexuality. For Ward, men who have sex with men are not gay because both “gay” and “straight” are concepts 
that do not simply describe desire, but actually script the possibilities of how one can interact with the world. A 
man who has sex with a man but values the social structures, circles, privileges, and general lifestyle that 
heterosexuality affords him is not “closeted” but rather making a choice about the life that he wants to live. 
Foucault, I believe would argue similarly. Identities are social contracts that are performed, categorized, policed, 
altered, performed anew, categorized again, and on and on. Ward and Foucault both speak to the power and 
invention of categories, especially categories that fail to accurately describe both desire and action. Following 
these two scholars, my suggestion that the audience, on some level, takes pleasure in the queer monster, and in 
both policing queerness and in performing queerness, is not a suggestion that the audience is queer. Rather, I 
suggest that the pleasure of the monster is polymorphous, allowing for any urge that breaks from the expected 
social script to at once be policed into submission and to exist as an outlet for the forbidden expression. These 
scripted sexualities are so rigid that even the smallest deviation (whether in expression, emotion, or desire) is a 
danger to the individual. Privileging the right of each individual to self-identify, I cannot project queerness as a 
label onto the audience, but I do believe that queerness, with its inherent resistance to labels, provides anyone of 
any identity a valve. 
95 Kate Bornstein, Gender Outlaw: On Men, Women, and the Rest of Us (New York: Vintage Books, 1995), 33-35. 
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an examination of the “queer erotic reality beyond the boundaries of gender, separatism, and 
essentialist notions of sexual orientation.”96 The area of their examination, the liminal and the 
cruft, is traditionally reserved for the horror and monster genre, and for some this exploration 
may actually become more horrific in Bornstein’s approach.  
     To negotiate these boundaries that are sometimes physical, sometimes emotional, often 
invisible, and often only constructions of language, Bornstein calls for the implementation of the 
BDSM world's primary rule: sexual activity needs to be safe, sane, and consensual. For 
Bornstein, gender is rarely any of these; noting rape, suicide, and sexual harassment, she says 
that gender is often not safe; by ignoring the actuality of the gender infinity, the standard 
assumption of a gender binary is myopic and out of touch with reality – consequently, not sane; 
and because gender is assigned at birth, reinforced, and strictly enforced, gender – especially in 
the binary system – is rarely a consensually agreed upon position, if not for greater or more 
menacing reasons than the fact that it goes unexamined.97 However, as Cohen noted, a monster 
calls such invisible binaries into question. Bates and his progeny are gender victims, suffering at 
the hands of gender that isn’t safe, sane, or consensual.  
     Without calling direct attention to the fact of its existence, Julia Serrano identifies another 
binary within the trans-female community;  – a binary that the trans-coded monster disrupts. 
Serrano suggests that there are only two categories that transwomen can occupy in the media: the 
pathetic trope and the deceptive trope. These tropes act exactly as their respective names imply: 
transgender women that fall into the pathetic trope are shown as pitiable examples of gender 
failure, while the deceptive trope is a descriptive category for transwomen who lie about their 
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transgender status to trick, seduce, or otherwise dupe their victim.98 Each trope is ubiquitous in 
the popular films of the United States: the pathetic trope appears in Ed Wood (1994),99 The World 
According to Garp (1982),100 and The Adventures of Priscilla, Queen of the Desert (1994)101; 
while the deceptive trope appears in films that range in tone and content from The Crying Game 
(1992)102 and M. Butterfly (1993),103 to the comedy Ace Ventura: Pet Detective (1994).104 These 
tropes serve a particular social role: policing gender, thus keeping gender a non-consensual and 
fixed marker of identity. The pathetic trope shows the social dangers of gender non-conforming – 
possible exile, humiliation, and pity – while the deceptive trope shows that gender must be 
confirmed at all time or else confusion can occur. Furthermore, the deceptive trope generally 
equates breaking gender conventions with breaking actual laws. Like the male/female binary, the 
pathetic/deceptive binary is not safe, sane, or consensual; rather, it is a harmful and reductive way 
of viewing transwomen, which not only hurts transwomen but erases transmen from view. While 
Serrano's work does the necessary work of identifying and addressing the tropes that arise in 
comedy, drama, and legal procedurals, her work ignores horror, terror, and the supernatural.105 
Stitches in the Skinsuit, or Gaps and Connections 
     The gap in Serrano's research provides an opportunity for all the material previously discussed 
to converge. To cover this overlooked area, and to maintain an alignment with Serrano's 
language, I call this break from the pathetic/deceptive binary the monstrous trope. As noted, 
 
98 Julia Serano, Whipping Girl: A Transsexual Woman on Sexism and the Scapegoating of Femininity, (Berkeley, 
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105 Like Serrano, all of my examples are about transwomen or men whose gender variance codes them as 
transwomen. Carol J. Clover demonstrates that women who have masculine gender variance are celebrated in 
their “final girl” roles. Gender theorists have pointed out the general neglect of transmen in representation.  
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Jeffery Jerome Cohen calls the monster a “harbinger of categorical crisis” because the monster 
itself always refuses to participate in the classification process and usually breaks the rules that 
the classification seeks to enforce.106 A more familiar example of this comes from Greta 
Christina's article, “Loaded Words.” Here the author describes the ongoing argument (not debate) 
over the inclusion of bisexual women in the lesbian community. She notes, “when lesbians argue 
over the inclusion or exclusion of bisexual women, the argument's focus, usually, is not on what 
might be good for the lesbian community, but on what might be harmful to it.” She goes on to 
say that the argument leaves “bisexuals sitting around wondering how the hell we got turned into 
the Frankenstein monster.”107 The answer is in the fear, and subsequent abjection, that lies 
outside a binary system. By not fitting into the gay/straight binary, bisexuals also do not fit into 
the I/other binary, and therefore challenge the borders of “self.” Christina concludes that the 
qualifications put on the inclusion of someone outside a binary definition (with “Impunity or 
elitism? Infiltration or divisiveness? Confusion or exclusion?”) will ultimately affect the way we 
define our communities and ourselves.108 What about “Cohen comes to the same conclusion, 
though he speaks of monsters, not bisexuals. Such a process of definition and redefinition of the 
self (and others) is at the heart of abjection and category crisis, and exclusion of binary rupturing 
women from the feminist community is still going on (though now coming from trans-
exclusionary radical feminists). 
     Similarly, the monstrous trope adheres to Cohen's notion of the category crisis and Kristeva's 
theories of the abject. The monstrous trope appears as a category crisis – essentially a synthesis – 
between the existing pathetic and deceptive tropes. That is to say, the monstrous trope appears 
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where signs from the other tropes conflict – much in the same way as the bisexual in the 
gay/straight binary of the lesbian community. To put it another way, the monstrous trope is the 
embodied form of gendered abjection arising from the borders of possible (and accepted) 
meaning. Take Norman Bates for example: Bates is pathetic because in his mother's dress and 
wig, his “un-passability” creates a humorous image. Bates is also pathetic because he is 
motivated by his own mental illness109 and the abuses he experienced in his childhood. However, 
Bates is also deceptive, posing as his mother, talking in her voice, and obscuring his true identity 
behind the dress and wig. It is from the tension between the two opposing tropes that Bates’ 
monstrosity takes form – no one knows if he is to be pitied or to be punished. This ambivalence 
is played out in Psycho II, where mother and daughter are pitted against each other in their 
attempts to save the “victim” aspect of Bates or to punish the “villain” aspect of Bates.110 The 
disruption of the male/female, villain/victim, child/adult binaries (which according to Bornstein 
are also genders, and exist in both Bates and those who pursue him) are at the heart of the 
abjection (and later acceptance) faced by the audience. While discussing these tropes may be 
interesting or compelling, it is simply an intellectual exercise; to move beyond such an activity, 
the focus must move towards the effects of these tropes in society. 
     Foucault is necessary here: while the tropes discussed above do exist, it is in the form of a 
social apparatus that they “work.” I draw a distinction between the reoccurring image of a 
pathetic, deceptive, or monstrous transperson as a trope and the work that the trope does in our 
society. From Foucault's previously discussed description of the social apparatus, several points 
should be extracted: One, the trans-monstrous apparatus is strategic and manipulative. Two, the 
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trans-monstrous apparatus arises from a particular time and context. Three, the trans-monstrous 
apparatus works to develop, block, stabilize, or utilize situations and people for specific 
purposes. Four, the trans-monstrous apparatus is conditioned by the knowledge which issues 
from it – thus, making it able to represent and maintain contradictory messages. 
     Kristeva, Foucault, Serrano, and Cohen together provide a road map for reading Norman 
Bates, and subsequent characters in the monstrous trope/apparatus: Serrano leads the way 
through transgender media tropes while Cohen treks ahead with the monster – together they form 
transgender monstrous trope; Kristeva charts how such a trope causes abjection in the observer 
while Foucault maps how such abjection functions as a tool for social control. 
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Part III: Pedagogy of Tense Familiarity 
 
     A lesson in the dissection of the trans-coded monstrous body reveals a biology: the parts 
reduced to structures. A lesson in physiological observation reveals how the biological structures 
function together. However, pedagogy pulls back the curtain on how those lessons were taught; it 
examines the method and practices of the teaching act itself. The monster is comprised not just of 
social forces and pressures (level one) and not just of personal reactions to the monster (level 
two), but also tense familiarity that arises from the combination of the two – a tense familiarity 
that is an inevitable lesson with its own methods and practices, its own hidden curriculum. 
     What follows is not a reinvention of the wheel, with the wheel in this case being  Cohen's 
“Seven Theses.” It is, instead, an application of those theses into a more streamlined form – and a 
form from which all trope-based apparatuses can be examined. In other words, the five aspects 
that follow are in fact the elements through which tropes do their work as part of the culture. 
Here, I use the word aspect to refer to the convergence of the societal (apparatus) and the 
psychological (or experiential) components. Following each aspect is how it shifts, however 
unintentionally, into a pedagogy. 
Aspect One: A Strategic Monster  
     As noted by Foucault, the apparatus is strategic and manipulative.111 Simply put, when viewed 
as an apparatus, the monstrous does work, serves a purpose, or has a goal; furthermore, to do this 
work, what is monstrous must also be methodical or systematic. In the broadest sense, Norman 
Bates alone is not singularly the apparatus working in Psycho – he is part of the apparatus 
constructed by Hitchcock. In fact, it is the film as a whole that is representative of a societal 
apparatus constructing and restructuring transphobia. The line I am drawing here is the line 
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between a monstrous apparatus and a filmic apparatus; that is to say, films are by their very 
nature already strategic and manipulative, especially the films of Hitchcock. 
     Psycho, aside from being the subject of this discussion, is a perfect example of the filmic 
apparatus. Hitchcock carefully constructed every element of the film to serve his design; the 
script was edited, re-edited, and edited again; every shot of the film was pre-constructed, and 
drawn out in detail112; film stars and highly sought-after creatives were enlisted; publicity 
materials were distributed with well-detailed rules for presenting the film; and even all available 
copies of the original book were purchased to serve his ends.113 In short, Hitchcock was 
manipulative from the beginning of his work on Psycho, with everything in the film designed for 
one of two interrelated purposes – secrecy and shock – and in the language of corporate 
development that has been co-opted by “educators” for “pedagogical” purposes, Hitchcock 
“shaped the path” of his audience.114 Nevertheless, the filmic apparatus at work here is simply 
the vehicle for the most important element: Norman Bates himself, from whom other gender 
variant killer characters derive. 
     Norman Bates may go a little mad sometimes, but unlike Marion Crane, Bates’ madness is 
measured and methodical. In fact, this distinction difference was important to Hitchcock for 
 
112 See the shower scene story board from Benshoff, Harry M.  Monsters in the Closet: Homosexuality and the    
       Horror Film. (New York: Manchester University Press, 1997) 
113 Stephen Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, (Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull Press, 2012)). 29-107. 
114 Originally conceived as a technique for motivating employees in the corporate environment, the notion of 
“shaping the path” has made its way into classroom pedagogical practice. The idea comes from the notion that a 
leader or teacher will be more successful in changing a behavior if they change the environment rather than the 
person. The notion itself is neutral, as “shaping the path” could mean playing high energy music for students 
early in the morning or after lunch when they are more lethargic and playing calming music during work times in 
which students may be more anxious, like before lunch or the last period of the day. However, it can also be used 
negatively: for instance a survey that asks for and requires a gender answer shapes the path in a negative way if 
the option is anything other than a write-in space, as even male/female/other options force individuals into a 
category. Hitchcock could not control his audience, but he could shape the path they took to, though, and from 
his work. While I believe Hitchcock had no harm in mind, and while my analysis is as much celebration as it is 
critique, Psycho rises out of an apparatus and becomes an extension of that apparatus. For more information on 
the notion of “shaping the path” see Switch: How to Change Things When Change is Hard (2011), by Chip Heath 
and Dan Heath. 
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understanding the character of Crane. Robello writes that Hitchcock saw Marion as likable and as 
a character the audience could relate to precisely because she had a moment of madness that she 
was able to recognize and from which she was able to recover; Bates on the other hand, lives 
inside of his madness, yet remains unaware of it.115 There is no order to Crane's madness while 
Bates' madness is on some level predictable. By the end of the film, Bates' murderous pattern 
becomes clear – he will kill anyone who gets in the way of his relationship with his mother: he 
kills Marion Crane because his attraction to her disturbs his mother and threatens their own 
incestuous relationship. Bates later kills Arbogast because he is encroaching on the Bates' family 
home and subsequently putting the secrets it holds at risk. Having some degree of predictability 
is important in the construction of the monstrous apparatus, because for an apparatus to be 
successful, those subject to the apparatus must view it as posing a consistent threat. A classic 
example would be in Foucault's description of the panopticon, whereby those in the presence of 
the looming tower have their behavior affected based on the belief that someone could be 
watching even if no one really is. In essence, the panopticon works by suggesting the ever-
present possibility of being watched, while never actually verifying when one is being 
watched.116 Applying this notion to Norman Bates, the realization arises that he has the ability to 
strike at any moment, yet that moment is unpredictable – Bates operates in a strategic manner. 
Furthermore, Bates is manipulative because he can kill in multiple forms, as himself or as his 
mother. Such shape shifting further heightens the stress which he already imposes: those 
characters who are aware of Bates’ past and the possibility of more murderous activity must be 
ever vigilant of that possibility, while characters who unknowingly fall into Bates’ awareness 
serve as a reminder of what happens when one is not aware. 
 
115 Stephen Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, (Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull Press, 2012)82-92. 
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     The pedagogical outcome of the strategic aspect arises from the path Hitchcock shapes. First, 
Hitchcock appeals to the audiences’ emotions,117 assuming they will identify with Crane because 
she is imperfect, which works when the film takes a turn with her death – shock arises because 
she was not redeemed, she was killed. Second, the act of showing audiences a monster at all is a 
strategy of its own; it brings them up to the line of finitude and abjection, and while it forces 
them to face what they cannot be in society, it also familiarizes them with those particular 
feelings and their source. Third, comparing the order and disorder of Crane’s and Bates’ 
madnesses, suggests that momentary lapses in hegemony are acceptable, but living in those 
liminal spaces is not acceptable. In short, the strategic apparatus has a pedagogical outcome: 
coming in contact with the monster at all, and then comparing oneself to the monster starts a 
conversation between the audience and the monster; this is the first tense step towards familiarity.  
Aspect Two: A Monster in Its Time 
     The apparatus arises from a particular time and context: this notion is expressed over and over 
again in works that attempt to understand horror, “freaks,” or the otherwise monstrous. As 
Fielders shows with the aforementioned discussion of the hermaphrodite, and the authors of 
Queer (In)Justice show with their discussion of the queer killer, each monster or “freak” arises 
with its own history. Norman Bates finds his own genesis in that of Ed Gein. Like Gein, Norman 
Bates is youthful and juvenile; they are both loners, with the hobby of loners – taxidermy. In fact, 
the local sheriff in Psycho says Bates is a “hermit” who has suffered enough with the death of his 
 
117 The appeal is also explicated in the book Switch. There, the authors describe “motivating the elephant,” which 
means appealing to the senses and emotions before trying to apply data or attempt analysis. Obviously, pathos is 
not new in terms of trying to win the favor of the audience, but in the context of how individuals relate to power, 
such appeals must be carefully considered. While Hitchcock was working as an artist, not an agent of power, his 
participation in cultural production also used appeals to authority and credibility, and as I have demonstrated, had 
a lasting effect.  
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mother.118 Similarly, Gein suffered after the deaths of his father, brother, and mother.119 And 
maybe most importantly, both are killers. 
     As noted before, Gein connects his enjoying wearing his taxidermied body suits and having 
sex with corpses: the assumption here is that Gein is not motivated simply by a perverse sexual 
pleasure, but that there might be a problem with his identity,120 which, as noted in the discussion 
of the depiction of multiple-people on film, is sexual, familial, and monstrous. A similar 
distinction is drawn in Psycho: in one of the final scenes, the psychiatrist's monologue, the 
psychiatrist explains that Norman Bates is not a transvestite because transvestites derive sexual 
pleasure from wearing women's clothing, while Bates contains two competing personalities – 
neither of which finds the wearing of women’s clothing sexually appealing.121 
     While a monster appears as a referent to a specific time and culture, it also marks the space 
between the present in which it is created and the future which it foresees. In his “Seven Theses,” 
Cohen writes that “the monster prevents mobility (intellectual, geographic, or sexual), delimiting 
the social spaces through which private bodies may move.”122 In this way, everything that 
surrounds a monster, as well as the monster itself, should be read as participating in a kind of 
temporal tension or at the very least participating in that temporal tension. The monster guards 
the space between what is and what could be. Marion Crane and Sam Lummis are great examples 
of this kind of tension in a non-monstrous context: Crane wants to move forward in her 
relationship with Lummis but he is held in place by his past, specifically an ex-wife to whom he 
must pay alimony, and the debts of his father. Furthermore, Crane finds her relationship with 
 
118  Psycho, directed by Alfred Hitchcock (1960; California: Universal Studios, 2012). 
119  Stephen Rebello, Alfred Hitchcock and the Making of Psycho, (Berkeley, CA: Soft Skull Press, 2012)12-13. 
120  Ibid, 12.  
121  Psycho, directed by Alfred Hitchcock (1960; California: Universal Studios, 2012). 
122  Jeffery Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)” in Monsters, edited by Brandy Ball Blake and L.    
         Andrew Cooper (Southlake Texas: Fountain Head Press, 2012), 20. 
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Lummis inappropriate, as they must meet on “lunch breaks and in cheap hotels.”123 For Crane the 
solution is to legitimize their relationship through more traditional ways – that is, dinner at the 
home she shares with her sister, and where her mother's photo keeps a watchful eye from the 
mantel. In fact, Marion's discussion with Sam in the opening scene sets the stage for how the 
very spaces she inhabits in the film represent transition. Aside from a single scene at her office 
and another one at home, Marion's actions all take place in hotel rooms and cars, both of which 
are vehicles for progression, neither of which are spaces where one intends to stay. Cohen writes 
that “to step outside the official geography is to risk attack by some Monstrous border 
patrol...”124 In Psycho, the monster of Marion Crane's past is chasing her; this is evident both in 
the internal dialogues she plays over and over in her mind as she drives, and in the visual of the 
cop car lodged in her rearview mirror. The rearview mirror itself is a good metaphor for how she 
is held in place: despite looking forward through the windshield, it is what is behind her that 
remains in focus. In the end, the possibility of actually having a future becomes so problematic to 
Crane that she decides not to bother; in Norman's hotel parlor she says, “I stepped into a private 
trap back there and I'd like to go back and try to pull myself out of it.”125 Thus, the answer is not 
in pursuing the future, but in holding on to the past.  
     More on point to the monstrous apparatus, Norman is stuck in a hell created from the collision 
of past and present. Norman's need to hold on to the past is first made evident in the parlor scene, 
where he is literally surrounded by dead birds. These birds imply not only his inability to let go 
of the past, but also the fact that death surrounds him. Furthermore, Crane should have seen these 
stuffed pets as a warning – Bates likes to stuff birds; her second warning should have been Bates’ 
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observation that she eats like a bird herself. Heavy handed while still entertaining, all 
foreshadowing aside, the birds, like the bodies, are piling up around the Bates Motel. Similar to 
the way Crane becomes an extension of the audience, the physical space becomes an extension of 
Norman’s temporal progression. We turn again to Cohen: “to step outside... is to risk” becoming 
“monstrous oneself.”126  This has in fact happened to Bates. In order to escape his mother, to 
grow up, he killed her and her lover; however, as the psychiatrist explains, the guilt of matricide 
was too much, and he becomes stuck in place. Take for instance the way Bates spends most of his 
time in a motel, a place that is seen as a passage not a home. This residence makes a great deal of 
sense for Norman as he is stuck in a permanent transitional state – adolescence. Susan Talburt 
succinctly collates many years of research on the narrative and psychology of adolescence: 
adolescence is seen as a transitory, yet mandatory, state or passage which must be gotten through 
as quickly and safely as possible.127 Stuck in the passage of adolescence, Bates is neither child 
nor adult. The tension between his past (childhood) and his future (adulthood) are characterized 
in several of his statements in the parlor scene: he notes both that “a boy's best friend is his 
mother,” and that “a son is a poor substitute for a lover.”128 Bates is successful and fulfilled in his 
role as a child but fails his mother in the role of a lover. Interestingly enough, Norman's felt 
temporality makes this as much of a queer subject as his gender expression.  
     To understand Norman Bates as a queer subject, it is important not only to look at the time 
from which he arose, but the way he interacts with time in general. Jack Halberstam notes that 
queer people can be understood as participating in an elongated period of adolescence. The 
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author's suggestion is that queer people refuse to give up the risky activities of youth in favor of 
safety of family, marriage, and property ownership. Instead, subjects experiencing queer 
temporalities linger outside the mainstream in subcultural spaces.129 While Bates does technically 
own the hotel and the house, throughout the original and its sequels he continually refers to them 
as his mother's. Furthermore, Norman remains unmarried and childless throughout the films, and 
his sometimes real, sometimes imagined, incestuous matricidal relationship with his mother is far 
from heteronormative. 
     While the monster is supposed to be of its time, its liminality makes it ever-present. First, 
existing in a work of art allows permanent presence. Just as Bates is stuck in his adolescence, he 
is stuck in the present moment, where anytime he can be revisited by the audience. Returning to 
the last aspect, the monster takes the audience up to the line of their own finitude to face 
abjection; when recorded as art, audiences can return to that line again and again and, the more 
exposure an audience has with a monster, the less impact that monster has. That slow fade of 
impact is villain decay; the audience gradually comes to terms with the particular liminal moment 
the monster happens to embody. As such, The monster loses power by being revealed over and 
over ad infinitum. Hitchcock knew this and waited as long as he could to reveal the true nature 
and situation of Bates. However, what is seen cannot be unseen, especially if seen again and 
again. Thus, the monster becomes more familiar and less tense.  
     Second, even though the monster is created in a given time with a particular set of influences, 
the way monsters are carried into the present further diminishes their effect: sequels, remakes, 
and imitation. As noted above, villain decay weakens a monster’s effect as an apparatus, yet it 
still continues to teach. Sequels, remakes, and imitations bring the monster to a new present 
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moment and must either keep the audiences’ attention by increasing the stakes (which is very 
difficult) or by revealing more about the monster and how the monster functions. Two things 
happen when more is revealed about the monster. One, the monster becomes more sympathetic – 
the less mystery, the more sympathy. This happens with Bates: as the films progress, more is 
uncovered about his problematic relationship with his mother and his abusive stepfather; in fact, 
so much is revealed that when he murders them as a teenager, his action seems almost 
reasonable. In the more recent television reimagining of the characters, abuse, incest, psychiatric 
issues, and major social factors make the entire Bates family sympathetic. Two, because the 
monster is often the only person to live to see all the sequels, they automatically become the rival 
– that is, a character who shares a mutual respect with the protagonist, however, with Psycho and 
The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, the monster becomes the rival of the audience. The audience 
cannot actually want the monster to be permanently defeated because that would mean the horror 
the monster provides would disappear; all the vicarious pleasures the monster offers would cease. 
     In essence, by returning to the present, not as a specter but as a new threat, the monster’s 
already dislocated position in time faces a push toward new relevance in the wrong time, a push 
in which the attempt to become unfamiliar again actually perpetuates more familiarity, and 
identification with the monster as the only returning member of the cast. Thus, the function of the 
apparatus turns on itself, resulting in an escape from hegemonic pressures and an opportunity to 
teach an unintended lesson rather than enforce an unwanted code. 
Aspect Three: A Monster with a Mission 
     The apparatus works to develop, block, stabilize, or utilize situations and people for specific 
purposes. This third aspect is the natural progression or linking of aspects one and two of 
Foucault's discussion of the elements of the social apparatus. Also, in aspect three, it is possible 
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to progress beyond Fielder's work in Freaks: as noted in aspect two, the author states that each 
monster or “freak” arises with its own history,130 and as such may have a different systematic 
approach to the work that it does. In short, different monsters have different goals. The monstrous 
transgender apparatus, arising with its own history and reacting to the tensions of its own time, 
uses a systematic and manipulative approach to achieve its goal. As previously mentioned, 
Serrano talks about the pathetic and the deceptive tropes of transpeople; however, while her work 
is important in identifying these tropes, she neglects the function of those tropes. As I have 
already described how the pathetic trope, the deceptive trope, and the monstrous trope work, here 
I will discuss what they work towards.  
     The monstrous trope is always predicated on the two tropes that proceed it as it is a synthesis 
of those two tropes. While all three tropes share one common element — that they enforce the 
performance of gender norms — each ultimately has its own end. While it is true that the pathetic 
trope does allow the audience to feel pity for the transperson, the pathetic trope ultimately 
advocates for and confirms feelings of disgust and pity already possessed by the viewer; 
essentially, the trope works due to confirmation bias. Likewise, the deceptive trope allows the 
audience to feel anger towards the transperson who has, in their eyes, somehow manipulated 
them. Again, the trope confirms feelings of anger and confusion which may already be held by 
the audience, or which the audience may believe they need to hold. However, it is possible that 
the audience does not hold prior negative feelings, in which case these tropes, as social 
apparatuses, function by implanting those notions, making pathetic images and deceptive images 
the expected, the norm. In the monstrous trope, the disgust that arises from the pathetic trope and 
the anger that arises from the deceptive trope combine. With the effects of these tropes working 
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in tandem, the monstrous trope can evoke a desire to punish in the audience. But this call is not 
simply to punish, but to eradicate a dangerous difference. In a strange twist, the monstrous trope 
turns the audience into the gatekeeper of this dangerous difference, as they police the police.  
     Recalling that historical context from which Norman Bates arouse, several characteristics of 
future audiences become clear: the audience must be ever on guard as the monsters are always 
among us, moving between us, lurking hidden in plain sight like the kind clerk at the Bates 
Motel. The audience will expect to feel some pity for the monstrous entity, as they know that the 
monstrous entity is in one way or another also a victim, usually a “momma’s boy” or suffering 
from a psychological disorder akin to Dissociative Identity Disorder; yet the audience also knows 
that the monstrous entity must be destroyed, because its sickness is innate and incurable, as well 
as attractive. Bates meets all of these requirements: quiet and unassuming, he moves unnoticed; 
trapped in adolescence due to the abuses of his mother, he is pitiable; and eventually taken over 
completely by his mother's personality, Bates is incurable. Through these transphobic 
assumptions, the monstrous trope serves to create gender police in its audience.  
     The smallest injection of pity into the trans-coded monster or villain is the keyhole of hope, 
hope that the audience will learn something other hate. For Bates, unlocking that door provides 
more and more sympathy as the sequels and reimaginings propel the character into more and 
more sympathetic times. If the cultural situation is different, the mission and strategies are 
different. Pure fear cannot sustain a five-season television series where the main characters were 
previously the monsters. Instead of attacking transgender people, Bates Motel chose to tackle 
issues of sex trafficking, mental health care and stigma, and generational trauma. While the show 
does focus on Bates’ spiral into madness, the real monsters in the show are the members of the 
small town who work tirelessly to cover up their own evils. Yes, the Bates family have plenty of 
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skeletons in their closet, but most of them come from victimization and violent responses to it.  
     When a monster, particularly a trans-coded one, changes its mission it means it is capable of 
change and therefore possesses the ability to be redeemed. In the end, the Norma and Norman of 
Bates Motel end up where audiences expect them, but the road there took nearly forty hours and 
was filled with hope as the audience rooted for the Bates family and not Crane. The act of trying 
to keep the story of the monster alive actually destroyed most of the expected reactions without 
getting rid of the standard qualities. True also is the fact that pity is reductive, which is why 
Serrano identified and critiqued the pathetic trope. The Norman Bates timeline in its entirety 
demonstrates that villain decay can lead to more complex depictions of traditionally feared 
characters; this kind of retelling is not new, and it is not new because all monsters contain 
something that makes the audience question the monstrosity – if not, John Gardener would not 
have written Grendel.  
Aspect Four: A Monster of Fear and Desire  
     The apparatus is conditioned by the knowledge which issues from it – thus, making it able to 
represent and maintain contradictory messages. In essence, an apparatus cannot escape its own 
content, and as such must confront the fact that by presenting a negative example, it also creates 
the possibility of that example's existence: this is the heart of the monster’s pedagogical function. 
In more concrete terms, Norman Bates shows the audience what can happen as a result of non-
normative sexual/gendered behavior, but he also shows that those very same non-normative 
sexual/gendered behaviors are possible; this follows another line of Foucault's logic, only this 
time from his work, The History of Sexuality. Foucault argues that before the invention of 
homosexuality as an identity category, one could not be homosexual. While acts that were by 
definition “homo” and “sexual” may have been punished, it was simply because those acts were 
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frowned upon, and little or no assumptions were made about the person who performed such 
acts. Later the creation of a label gave people whom it applied banner under which to organize.131 
Similarly, depictions of transpeople, even as criminals, produce a mirror in which some very 
small element may reflect, and in turn demonstrate the actual possibility of embodying a different 
reality.  
     Robin Wood describes the function of contemporary horror as inviting identification with 
punishment. However, Wood also notes that the identification with punishment may be either 
sadistic or masochistic – or both.132 This range of possible identifications produces a range of 
possible connections for the audience. In terms of Norman Bates, Wood might suggest that 
audiences may identify with the act of taking pleasure by inflicting violence on others, in which 
case there may be an identification with the violence inflicted on Bates or the violence Bates 
inflicts on others, or again, both. The audience may also relate in a sympathetic manner to that 
same violence, identifying with Bates as a victim of societal intolerance or conversely identifying 
with Bates’ victims, possibly as a victim at the hands of an assumed sexual deviant. In terms of 
the work being done by the apparatus, Bates is presented as a villain, but he may be read as a 
victim himself, especially as the sequels elaborate his story, and therefore transform him into an 
avatar for those who share similar urges or fantasies, or a hero that triumphs over societal norms. 
Wood's example centers around the classic issue of youth sexuality in horror films. The author 
says that while sexuality, specifically promiscuity, is condemned and punished in the horror film, 
its simple presentation allows for a release of promiscuous urges.133 However, promiscuity on 
film is not the promiscuity of definitions; that is, in horror films, promiscuity is virtually any 
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unrepressed sexual act, not simply indiscriminate sexual acts. 
     Psycho both condemns and allows promiscuity. The hero of the film is an unwed woman who 
is in a relationship with a divorced man. The two keep their relationship to hotel bedrooms; the 
only way to move forward is to steal money and run away to a “private island.” However, 
because Crane is sympathetic, in that she decides to return the money, the audience has the 
opportunity to both judge her and live vicariously through her, including her death at the hands of 
an agent of past values – mother Bates, who calls Crane a whore. Norman Bates functions in a 
similar way. Vicariously, the audience can both punish and live out gender variance as it relates to 
Norman Bates. While it is impossible to dismiss Bates’ murderous activities, it should not go 
ignored that he embodies the tension of a mental image not matching a physical image; and as 
such, the audience may relate to him. Bates, in other words, can give form to an unexpressed urge 
in the audience to experience some form of gender variance, however vague or remote. As much 
as Bates is a stand in for the urge to punish a man in a dress, he is also a stand in for the urge of a 
man to wear that dress: one is inextricable from the other. You cannot punish a man in a dress 
unless there is a man wearing that dress, and in creating (or repeating) that image, a model, and 
therefore a target for punishment, is provided. 
     As noted, the persistence of sequels to Norman Bates’ story shows that no matter how bad a 
punishment might be, the urge behind the punishable offense may always rise from the ashes to 
kill again. The trans-coded monster is unique in that it both punishes based on gender while also 
embodying the very issues that it punishes. In Psycho, Crane and Norman’s mother are both 
gender rulebreakers in that they are independent and make decisions independently of men; yet, 
Bates, even with his own “gender-bending” presentation, kills both of them. This is a point of 
divergence from most other monsters who teach by being an unsympathetic other and killing 
57 
 
sympathetic hegemonic powers – for example, Grendel in Beowulf must be punished for breaking 
the rules of hospitality and war, but he is not simultaneously punishing others who break those 
rules – but those traditional monsters can actually die. Wood confirms the point on the monster’s 
death, noting that “the monster's unkillability” is related to the “guilt that the characters are... 
incapable of analyzing, confronting, or understanding” and therefore can “never be exorcised” 
from them.134 Or as Cohen so beautifully states, “No monster tastes of death but once. The 
anxiety that condenses like green vapor into the form of a vampire can be dispersed temporarily, 
but the revenant by definition returns.”135 These two theorists are pointing in similar directions: 
both the fear of an action and the desire to commit an action are impossible to crush, and are, at 
the very least, perennial. Cohen might even suggest that neither fear nor desire can be entirely 
quelled because they are linked. While Cohen is reaching a bit too far in his assertion that “no 
monster” truly dies, the point that the audience will always have some anxiety is true; there are 
things that simply cannot be “exorcised” fully. However, Cohen sums up his sixth thesis of 
monster culture in this sentence, “fear of the monster is really a kind of desire.”136 Hitler was 
aware that showing a monster or a freak made the image on display a possibility; as such, he put 
a ban on freak shows.137 In light of this, Hitler's ghettos and genocidal urges make a sick kind of 
sense: he knew that even an image that “disapproved,” by its very existence, also “allowed.”  
     Despite all the cultural inputs that create the apparatus, once the monster has a backstory, once 
they are depicted, even in the smallest way as pitiable or a victim themselves, their liminal and 
dual natures collapse into a present possibility rather than remaining a constant fear for the 
future. Norman Bates may always remain a warning on some level, but at this time the warning 
 
134  Ibid, 81.  
135  Jeffery Jerome Cohen, “Monster Culture (Seven Theses)” in Monsters, edited by Brandy Ball Blake and L.  
         Andrew Cooper (Southlake Texas: Fountain Head Press, 2012), 13.  
136  Ibid, 25.  
137  Leslie Fielder, Freaks: Myths and Images of the Secret Self (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1978), 4.  
58 
 
has shifted to one of repression. Crane, and all the other victims, are not murdered because of 
their “promiscuity,” they are murdered because of the sexual repression that is inflicted on Bates 
by his mother. In later versions of Leatherface from The Texas Chainsaw Massacre, Leatherface 
is stripped of his trans* elements, but the trauma of family remains, as does the trauma of 
bullying based on appearance.138 While no longer trans-coded, that coding follows him into the 
new present where identification with him is more likely. In Texas Chainsaw 3D (2013), 
Leatherface is even presented as a longtime protector of his family.139  
     The question then becomes, why create trans-coded monsters at all, if all the efforts to repress 
what they were constructed to repress actually make that offendable action permissible? The 
answer is in that tangling of fear and desire mentioned by Cohen. The trans-coded monster exists 
because its existence is an opportunity for pleasure, a pleasure that morphs into permission to do 
what was always wanted – to do the thing that the apparatus was constructed to control. But as 
Bates teaches again and again, and as Foucault argued in his repressive hypothesis, the 
apparatuses of control only create new means of discourse and subversion. Psycho, despite its 
referents, does not successfully prevent anything it punishes: as this entire discussion points out, 
the pedagogy behind the apparatus, the tense familiarity, is in the way trans-coded monsters 
provide a new set of images and language to provoke new discussion, rejection, and embodiment 
of and about gender variation. The axiom, “we create what we fear,” holds true here; however, 
also true is the point that we allow what we depict, that we punish what gives pleasure, and that 
over time our desire grows stronger than fear. To put it in a single statement, the trans-coded 
monster illustrates that pleasure is a better teacher than fear.  
 
138 The Texas Chainsaw Massacre: The Beginning directed by Jonathan Liebesman (2006; Burbank, CA: New  
       Line Cinema; 2006), DVD. 




Conclusion: Learning Outcomes of a Monstrous Pedagogy 
     The final lesson of the trans-coded monster, and really any monster, is that despite the 
attempts of the apparatuses that surround them and of the monster as apparatus to exert control, 
the act of teaching (the monster as pedagogy) itself allows for and eventually encourages the very 
behavior the monster was invented to prevent. Foucault would agree with my assertion here, 
through his critique of the “repressive hypothesis” – the notion that Western culture repressed 
discourse around sex when in actuality it created new ways to allow for its proliferation.  While 
Foucault’s thesis operated on a societal scale and I am speaking about the individual monster and 
the individual observer, the message is the same: repression is really code for change via control, 
for medicalization and categorization, and for specific modes of expression rather than limited 
modes of expression. The trans-coded monster does not prevent thought or discourse around 
gender nonconformity; rather through its existence, discussion is invited, and through the 
repetition of its image and story, gender nonconformity becomes acceptable. Thus, the monster’s 
pedagogy is complete.  
     Yet, the trans-coded monster is only one gendered monster among many, and while this 
monster is a prime subject for American Studies as a field, it is not exceptionally American. As 
noted by Leslie Fielder, the image of the monstrous hermaphrodite can be traced back to Greek 
and Roman antiquity. Psycho, my perennial example, was directed by a British auteur and despite 
the fact that Hitchcock’s inspiration was primarily rooted in murderers from the United States 
(Ed Gein and Leopold and Loeb), much many of his directorial techniques and promotional 
approaches were pulled from French director H.G. Clouzot’s 1955 film Diabolique. My point is 
that these trans-coded monsters are wearing the garb of American Exceptionalism, wearing 
masks that code them as purely an expression of gendered fears in the United States, but they are 
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in reality trans-nationally created and part of a long multi-genre and interdisciplinary 
conversation about gender and monstrosity. The highly sexualized films of French director Jean 
Rollin, the early “torture porn” that constitutes Pier Paolo Pasolini’s 1975 Salo, or the 120 Days 
of Sodom140 and the comical demonic sex-flatulence in his 1971 version of The Decameron,141 
the sexualized body horror of Canadian director David Cronenberg, and the very muted versions 
of queerness and sadomasochism that appear in British writer/director Clive Barker’s film 
adaptations of his own works – chiefly, Hellraiser (1987)142 and Nightbreed (1990)143 – are all 
part of this conversation, and that is a limited sample just in the genre of film.  
     Thus, the gendered monster is not new, nor is the trans-coded monster chiefly an “American” 
invention, even if my examples suggest as much. There is so much more to learn from the 
pedagogy of the monster: for one, the seemingly sex-hating slashers from Halloween (1978)144 
and Friday the 13th (1980)145 still have lessons to teach about what the apparatuses of society 
want to control – lessons that can only be extrapolated by examining the monster in its entirety – 
which means going beyond the limits of one discipline and beyond the confines of the nation that 
created it. Carol J. Clover looked deeply into the slasher film in terms of how women are 
represented and how they survive; but what is the lesson the slasher film teaches about the joy of 
being the monster? Only a long view can answer questions like this.  
    For Psycho, the timeline stretches from the publication of the titular novel in 1959 to the end 
of the television series Bates Motel in 2017 – but Norman Bates could spring up again anytime. 
 
140 Salo, or the 120 Days of Sodom, directed by Pier Paolo Pasolini, (1975; Beverly Hills, CA: United Artists, 
2013), DVD. 
141 The Decameron, directed by Pier Paolo Pasolini, (1971; Beverly Hills, CA; United Artists, 2002), DVD.  
142 Hellraiser, directed by Clive Barker (1987; Beverly Kills: Anchor Bay, 2000), DVD. 
143 Nightbreed: The Director’s Cut, directed by Cliver Barker (1990; Los Angeles, CA: 20th Century Fox, 2014), 
DVD. 
144 Halloween, directed by John Carpenter (1978; Los Angeles, CA: Compass Picture, 1999), DVD. 
145 Friday the 13th, directed by Shawn S. Cunningham (1980; Hollywood, CA: Paramount Picture, 1999), DVD.  
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Moreover, Norman Bates’ social relevance stretches both far and wide across the duration of the 
timeline as the imitators each cast their own wide nets – but these too can be untangled as we 
watch closely. Sandra Gilbert and Susan Gubar started the work of decoding the gendered other – 
be it monster, woman, foreigner, or intellectual – kept hidden in the attic and loosed only for 
pedagogical impact; and as I noted, Carol J. Clover pushed the spirit of their work into the world 
of  horror films and exposed the phallic-feminist power of “the final girl.” The foundational work 
of these feminist theorists, who examined art inside and outside of the United States, is what 
makes my framework possible, and even my framework needs to extend outward, as I did with 
the frameworks of all the theorists here.  
     It should also be noted that my primary theorists (Foucault, Kristeva, Serrano, and Cohen) all 
are applied to the field of American Studies but have histories and expertise that lie outside that 
field. French theorist “Saint Foucault,” as Michael Halperin playfully called him, casts a long 
shadow across the landscape of American Studies, influencing everything from the way scholars 
attempt to understand the mechanics of power in sex, history, medicine, and punishment itself; so 
it is no surprise that his presence looms large here. Likewise, Bulgarian-French theorist, Julia 
Kristeva, is at the forefront of my work because of her exploration of abjection; however, if not 
for her theories on and promotion of intertextuality, the very method of my work would be 
ignored. Julia Serrano and Jeffery Jerome Cohen are both more contemporary contributors and 
not necessarily rooted in theories that traditionally ground American Studies – Serrano is a punk-
rock poet and biologist doing media analysis in Berkley, while Cohen is the director of Medieval 
Studies at George Washington University. The labels these theorists put on themselves or have 
thrust upon them are ultimately irrelevant as each contributes uniquely to the work of cultural 
studies; each is part of a whole too large for anyone to see at once. Furthermore, as 
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interdisciplinary and far reaching as my work here is, it is the work of a historical moment in a 
historical moment: I am aware that I am writing about a time past in this time. For example, the 
terminology from my first (and second, and third, and fourth) draft(s) needed updating with each 
pass, both to stay academically up-to-date and respectful of shifts in language. The beauty of the 
work from the theorists mentioned above is in its ability to breathe; “Saint Foucault” earned his 
hagiographic worship, as did Kristeva and Gilbert and Gubar, because of the capaciousness of 
their ideas – the way they flex with time rather than remain rigid against it. Clover, Serrano, and 
Cohen will no doubt earn their places among these other towering figures too, as their work, 
likewise, allows for expansion and adjustment. The task now is to turn to the present and the 
future with the wealth of ideas already pulsing with life in the field of American Studies (and 
elsewhere); the task is to pull what can be pulled from trans-coded monster and the framework I 
proposed and move forward, directing our eyes to the scrying bones cast in new filmic work.  
     For example, Ari Aster’s first two feature films (Hereditary146 in 2018 and Midsommar147 in 
2019) have both been claimed as trans-narratives. While that point is a contentious one on horror 
forums, the fact of the matter is that the way trans and gender nonconforming people see and feel 
themselves into horror is no longer relegated to the monstrous body, but in these cases, into the 
lived experience of otherness seen in the protagonist (Midsommar) or a major supporting role 
(Hereditary). Aster has noted other intentions with his films (as did Hitchcock), but the fact 
remains that some trans and gender nonconforming people are seeing themselves in new ways in 
his films, ways that situate their avatars as victims of monstrous belief systems that attempt to 
control every aspect of life  (including gender), rather than monsters of gender sent out as the 
police of gender expression of others. Even the GLAAD (Gay and Lesbian Alliance Against 
 
146 Hereditary, directed by Ari Astor (2018; New York: A24, 2018), DVD.  
147 Midsommar, directed by Ari Astor (2019; New York: A24, 2019), DVD.  
63 
 
Defamation)-condemned cult film, Ticked-Off Trannies with Knives (2010),148 is (arguably) an 
empowerment film á la classic rape-revenge tropes found in films like I Spit on Your Grave 
(1978),149  its sequels and imitators. And while the film comes with all the problems of the rape-
revenge genre, it also comes with the fact that, despite those problems, it promotes agency in the 
victim – who in this case is trans-identified. 
     Two things concern me, however: first, is that the notion of “progress” in horror with trans 
characters comes primarily in a move from villain to victim. Aster’s protagonist in Midsommer, 
Dani, survives the film, but in the end is emotionally lost (at best), assimilated into a cult with 
strictly defined gender roles, or (at worst) a monster in her desire to belong. In Ticked-Off 
Trannies with Knives, like other rape-revenge thrillers, the protagonist and her friends must first 
be violated before they can become empowered. The trans-pedagogies of these films are ripe for 
exploration. Educational and queer theorist Eric Rofes has long decried the “martyr, target, 
victim” trope that has plagued queer representation, particularly that of queer youth.150 While 
Serrano critiques the two categories of trans representation (pathetic and deceptive) and I extend 
her concept and critique (with the monstrous category), the trans-coded monster is not initially a 
victim – that sympathy has to build up over time, over sequels, and remakes. This lack of 
victimhood is important because it means the monster has agency without the step of being a 
target or being discovered. It is a troubling notion, indeed, that victimization is better 
representation than monstrosity when monstrosity comes with built in power; here, the very 
notion of “better representation” and “progress” need to be further problematized.  
     My second concern arises from the pedagogical fact that monster and villain allow for joy in 
 
148 Ticked Off Trannies with Knives, directed Israel Luna (2010; Philadelphia: Breaking Glass Picture, 2010), DVD. 
149 I Spit on Your Grave, directed by Mere Zarchi (1978; New York: Jerry Gross Orginization, 1998), DVD. 
150 Eric Rofes, “Martyr-Target-Victim: Interrogating Narrative of Persecution and Suffering Among Queer Youth,” 
in Youth Sexualities: Pleasure, Subversion, and Insubordination, ed Eric Rofes and Susan Talburt (New York: 
Palgrave Micmillan, 2004), 41-62.  
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the audience – the joy of punishing others and the joy of living the punishable life. As my 
pedagogical framework has demonstrated, on a long enough timeline that joy makes the acts and 
the motives acceptable in what I call a tense familiarity with the other – whether that otherness is 
an action or an identity (or, as Foucault would point out, the two conflated). If my framework 
holds true for all gendered monsters, as I believe it will, what then will happen when the 
monsters we take joy in are the ones that were previously punishing queer folk? For example, 
what happens when depictions of gender non-conformity shift enough that the monster is gender-
rigid rather than variant? Of course, this will be a good problem to have, but if society has a 
pendulum that swings to and fro, and if we are now on the upswing out of darkness, then we will 
surely fall back. The work here will hopefully help prevent that reverse swing. 
     If we watch our monsters and pay attention to their lessons, we can stay ahead of what’s 
coming, but to do so we must constantly make new connections across disciplines. The monster 
as an apparatus functions on the body and the mind, and as such its history, its depiction, and its 
affective qualities must always be in conversation. The monster as a pedagogy is a methodology, 
an objective, an assessment, and a learning outcome – the result or product measurable in the 
individual and society. The only way a monster truly defeats the society that holds it or the 
individuals who engage with it, is for both to stop questioning its function. Never should we 
storm the castle with torches to destroy, but rather remember that Frankenstein’s monster wanted 
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